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ABSTRACT 
 
 

This dissertation explores the teaching of interdisciplinarity as a fundamental 

component of American Indian Studies (AIS) for introductory General Education 

students. Frequently mentioned in literature to emerge from AIS scholars as well as in 

program and course descriptions, “extra-disciplinarities” – multi-, inter-, and 

transdisciplinarity – are key to much of the work being done in AIS. However, it is 

unclear if these vague terms find concrete meaning in classrooms or if extra-disciplinary 

understandings have become a consistent learning outcome for AIS students at any level. 

Using theories of Outcome-Based Education and the Outcome Driven Development 

Model, this dissertation employs literature analyses and review survey data supplied from 

Fall 2019 instructors of introductory General Education AIS courses at PAC-12 

universities to uncover the qualitative and quantitative components of this topic. This 

study determines concrete definitions for the many elusive terms used in this study: 

multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary, and General Education. 

Additionally, this study determines the inherent value of extra-disciplinary methods in 

AIS’ mission to serve Indian Country by the field’s use of a three-pronged approach: 1) 

creating unique theories and methods, 2) engaging in critical and instrumental 

interdisciplinarity, and 3) performing transdisciplinary studies in Indigenous communities 

that provide the most direct benefit to Indian Country. Despite the value of extra- 

disciplinarities to the field, this study suggests that it is being taught unevenly as a 

possible student outcome at all levels, from introductory courses to graduate programs, as 

determined by survey results completed by PAC-12 instructors and analyses of program 

and course descriptions. Ultimately, program autonomy as well as General Education 



11 
 

  

frameworks and course designations were found to be considerations that may or may not 

impact whether and how extra-disciplinarities are being taught to AIS students, but the 

primary gatekeepers of this knowledge are instructors with diverse educational 

backgrounds and inconsistent understandings of extra-disciplinarities. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
 

Although it is a discipline new to the academic landscape, American Indian 

Studies (AIS) attracts students at all levels of inquiry, from doctoral degree programs to 

introductory courses. Even students in introductory General Education courses – as these 

courses are how most students will come to interact with the field – are expected to gain 

valuable insights into those central topics that drive the field: sovereignty, self- 

determination, Native Nation building, resiliency and resistance, cultural maintenance, 

and many more. Between these diverse concepts and the possibility of discussing them 

through the lens of 574 federally recognized tribes – not to mention those without federal 

recognition – students can engage with AIS in innumerable ways; it is a remarkably 

multifaceted and complex field that has emerged from real world concern over the rights 

of American Indians and Native Nations. Regardless of personal interests, field of study, 

or future career, AIS can offer something intellectually compelling to any student either 

directly or through multiple points of entry via other disciplines, as scholars or as 

activists. This dissertation will examine the “extra-disciplinary” nature of AIS and how 

introductory General Education courses cover AIS as an “extra-disciplinary” field for 

non-initiate students. For this study, extra-disciplinary is defined as a catch-all term to 

describe those words that have captured the imagination of the academy by questioning 

or rethinking the boundaries between disciplinary epistemologies and methodological 

frameworks but which nonetheless go without concrete definitions. “Extra- 

disciplinarities” provide a means of Indigenizing the academy through confronting 

thought production from other fields that have historically undermined Indigenous voices 

and knowledges as well as a technique for performing scholarship. When viewed as an 
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activist construction and academic tool, “extra-disciplinarity” in AIS has positive 

ramifications for the field and Indian Country. Problematically, scholarship and teaching 

practices indicate an inconsistency in how AIS uses, values, and conveys these ideas to 

students. This suggests that AIS has still not reconciled historical debates concerning the 

place of extra-disciplinarity in the field. 

 
While interdisciplinarity is the most commonly referred to extra-disciplinarity in 

AIS scholarship and program and course descriptions, one also finds reference to 

multidisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity in AIS scholarship and in program and course 

descriptions. Part of the work of this dissertation will be to find common elements in the 

academic literatures that use or seek to define three of these terms: multidisciplinarity, 

interdisciplinarity, and transdisciplinarity. In this way, I will define how I will be using 

those terms and applying them to my own research in AIS. 

 
With a more grounded understanding of the meanings of multidisciplinarity, 

interdisciplinarity, and transdisciplinarity, an exploration of how these terms are used in 

texts that emerge from AIS becomes possible. A lack of original definitions is likely one 

reason that these terms are used differently within AIS and why AIS scholars and 

educators have used them with such variety since the field’s emergence. Regardless, AIS 

is no doubt an extra-disciplinary field as subjects relevant to it can be found in disciplines 

all around the university; AIS can be entered into by bringing Native perspectives to law, 

economics, the hard sciences, resource management, literature and film, anthropology, 

sociology, and on and on. Likewise, AIS can launch scholarly interest into numerous 

cognate fields. How AIS scholars have sought to position the field epistemologically 

within the university has been a point of debate from the very beginning. These positions 
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are further complicated by the different ways that universities have created AIS 

departments and programs. Standardizing terms and reviewing the history of AIS and its 

various rhetorical uses of these terms provides insight into why extra-disciplinarity 

remains murky territory for AIS scholars and educators. Additionally, unstable 

definitions may explain why there is a discrepancy between AIS’ perceivable valuation of 

extra-disciplinarities – and particularly interdisciplinarity – in scholarship and academic 

program and course descriptions and the lack of consistency with which they are taught 

as an introductory course learning outcome. To this end, this research centers itself 

around three primary research questions: 1) Are introductory General Education courses 

taught in ways that promote familiarity with interdisciplinarity as a consistent student 

outcome; 2) What factors might influence how and how frequently instructors of General 

Education AIS courses teach interdisciplinarity as a concept?; and 3) How fundamental 

are extra-disciplinarities to AIS as ascertained by scholarship and program descriptions as 

opposed to perceived student outcomes in introductory courses? 

 
Of course, scholarly debate is a cornerstone for any active academic discipline, 

and instructors are likely to teach their beliefs and interests. However, AIS’ relationship 

with extra-disciplinarity impacts how we can view the work being produced in the field, 

the work that is necessary for AIS to thrive in its mission to serve Indigenous 

communities. Furthermore, as these terms are not used sporadically in AIS, appearing 

frequently in discussions on the progress of the field or “state of the field” literatures (a 

term borrowed from Jace Weaver’s “Guest Editor’s Introduction” to a 2011 issue of 

American Indian Quarterly) as well as in academic program and course descriptions, it 

behooves us as a field to come to some common understanding about what these terms 
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mean to AIS and how we as a discipline use them in praxis to meet our academic-activist 

goals. This work hopes to invigorate such a discourse through analyzing the literatures 

AIS scholars have produced and by viewing how extra-disciplinary concepts are taught to 

introductory students with no prior knowledge of AIS or the work it does. Extra- 

disciplinary terms’ rampant use implies that 1) they are important to the field 2) to such 

an extent that demands they be taught even in courses for non-majors and minors. 

 
Ultimately, “extra-disciplinary” terms have garnered mixed reaction from AIS 

scholars, but they offer a clear way to discuss the three-pronged approach AIS has used to 

complete its academic-activist mission. First, AIS has developed its own theories and 

methods unique to itself as a field, confirming its rightful place in the academy. Certain 

theories – like Peoplehood – can be used throughout the field while others – like tribal 

feminism – may only be relevant in some scholarly foci. Secondly, it engages with fields 

across the university in numerous ways. When necessary, it can borrow, repurpose, 

and/or critique other fields, their theories and methods. For instance, in demanding 

Native historical perspectives, the once storied valor of explorer Christopher Columbus 

has become a story of brutality and crimes against humanity. AIS demands social change 

by critiquing those theories and practices from the mainstream disciplines that overlook 

or misrepresent Indigenous people in what I claim are interdisciplinary ways. Third, AIS 

moves beyond the confines of the university to engage in collaborative work with Native 

people and communities, a transdisciplinary enterprise that most directly speaks to AIS’ 

activist origins. 

 
Before examining AIS scholarship and teaching, it is necessary to review a 

history of disciplines and extra-disciplinary terms. Words like multidisciplinarity, 
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interdisciplinarity, and transdisciplinarity have been used in different ways in curriculum 

studies. However, there are common features in how each is used that hint to stable, 

common meanings. 

 
Definitions of Multidisciplinarity, Interdisciplinarity, and Transdisciplinarity 

 
One cannot freely use ill-defined terms related to the relationships of disciplines 

without first considering the concept of a discipline. Prior to creating boundaries around 

distinct knowledges, “colleges and universities emphasized the perennial aspects of 

knowledge” and relied on the passing down of socially necessary thought through 

generations (Frodeman 495). A Western invention, the concept of disciplines emerged to 

meet the needs of industrialization and urbanization: 

 
New demands were made on institutions of knowledge to tie their work to 

the growing capitalist economy. Majors were created and disciplines 

formed, and professors were now expected to produce new knowledge 

rather than simply pass down received wisdom. This led to the 

development of disciplinary expertise and the progressive disaggregation 

of knowledge. (Frodeman 495) 

 
This disaggregation still stands today in the framework of university academic colleges, 

departments, and majors and minors. Disciplines, as a concept, organize “[bodies] of 

knowledge thought to be more or less discrete from other regions of knowledge” 

(Frodeman 496). In a standard university’s system of colleges, departments, and degrees, 

the university retains conceptual order, but of course, knowledge itself is not so easily 
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categorized as belonging only to one discipline. AIS is, of course, but one possible 

knowledge bank working within this system. 

 
In Michel Foucault’s The Order of Things, he points out the double meaning of 

the term “discipline” as both a formalized structuring of bodies of knowledge and as “an 

operation of power” (Moran paraphrasing Hoskin 134). Foucault further sees schools and 

universities as “disciplinary environments” that betray the “hierarchical relationships 

between teachers and students” (Moran paraphrasing Foucault 134). Ultimately, to 

Foucault, the formation of academic disciplines represents not the bending of knowledge 

to serve the needs of capitalism that history suggests but “the intimate relationship 

between knowledge and power” (Moran 135). Indeed, another definition of discipline 

suggests an: 

 
appropriate membership of the relevant scientific community from which 

to draw those who give their assent via peer review. To be a discipline in 

this sense is to define, inter alia, the community who will judge the value 

of any given research product for contributing to the stock of human 

knowledge in that subject area. (Aldrich 13) 

 
This definition also suggests a power dynamic between those granted special status to 

decide who does or does not enter into a community of scholars that define a discipline 

and those seeking entry into that field or are seeking to change the field from the outside. 

 
In the early twentieth century, critics of disciplines openly challenged powerful 

disciplinary ownership of knowledge. The term interdisciplinarity “first appeared in 

Social Science Research Council awards listings and reports beginning in 1930” 
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(Frodeman 495). However, those thoughts and practices that inform interdisciplinarity as 

a concept rose between 1870 and 1910 (Klein and Frodeman 145). From the onset of its 

use, interdisciplinarity and interdisciplinary work have been inconsistently used; solid, 

standardized definitions are nonexistent. Lack of clarity in definitions exists both largely 

in the academy as well as within specific fields that use these terms, like AIS. At best, 

one can locate common features used to define interdisciplinarity – and its colleagues, 

multi- and transdisciplinarity – through surveying the literatures that use these terms. 

 
First, multidisciplinarity is most consistently used to refer to the “comparing and 

contrasting of two or more disciplines” (Burgett et al. 469). Through comparison, 

multidisciplinary approaches “[seek] to link or juxtapose disparate bodies of knowledge 

without essentially changing those bodies of knowledge” (Frodeman 496). Like all of 

these terms, multidisciplinarity is also a means of using different disciplinary 

knowledges. Michael E. Gorman focuses on multidisciplinary research as a team effort 

that largely involves sharing disciplinary knowledges: “In [multidisciplinary work], the 

disciplines have to exchange knowledge and results … However, disciplinary identities 

are maintained” (447). Multidisciplinarity offers nuance to research problems that are too 

complex to be satisfied by the knowledge housed in a single discipline. Rather, teams can 

benefit from “a balanced authoritative view derived from the broad skills of its members” 

(Evans 25). This is not to suggest that multidisciplinary work is solely the domain of 

teams; an individual can certainly perform a self-driven multidisciplinary study. For 

instance, by using terms from disparate fields, one both utilizes two disciplinary 

knowledges without changing those fields or their understanding of those terms. The sole 

researcher’s work benefits from insights that would not be permitted within a single 
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discipline’s boundaries. For example, fig. 1 indicates a real-world problem benefiting 

from several different knowledge sets. The lack of overlap in this image showcases that 

the disciplines themselves remain isolated and unchanged despite their collective use in 

addressing the problem at the center of the image. The subject’s complexity is addressed 

and benefits from multiple wells of knowledge while disciplinary boundaries remain 

intact and unquestioned. 

 
Figure 1 

 

 
Fig. 1. Integrative Multidisciplinary Approach graphic; “Cross-Curriculuar by Nature: 

(eTwinning) Learning Projects in Spotlight”; Schools Going Global; 

SchoolsGoingGlobal.Blogsopt.com, 25 November 2020, 

http://schoolsgoingglobal.blogspot.com/2017/03/cross-curricular-by-nature- 

etwinning.html. 
 

http://schoolsgoingglobal.blogspot.com/2017/03/cross-curricular-by-nature-
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Interdisciplinarity, the extra-disciplinary term most frequently used in AIS, offers 

more complexity to how multiple disciplines are viewed and used. Metaphors for 

interdisciplinary work include “‘connecting,’ ‘buttressing,’ providing ‘windows,’ 

‘bridging,’ ‘cross-fertilizing,’ ‘linking,’ ‘crossing the street,’ and even … ‘eating the 

whole pie’” (Burgett et al. 466). Unlike multidisciplinarity, it can refer to: 

 
[E]stablishing a kind of undisciplined space in the interstices between 

disciplines, or even attempting to transcend disciplinary boundaries 

altogether. The ambiguity of the term is partly why some critics have 

come up with other terms such as ‘post-disciplinary,’ ‘anti-disciplinary,’ 

and ‘trans-disciplinary.’ Although these terms are often not defined 

closely and are sometimes used interchangeably, they all suggest that 

being interdisciplinary is not quite enough, that there is always another 

intellectual stage where disciplinary divisions can be more radically 

subverted or even erased. (Moran 15) 

 
In comparison to multidisciplinarity, interdisciplinary approaches “[emphasize] not the 

simple juxtaposition but rather the blending or integration of different types of 

knowledge” (Frodeman 496) in ways meant to “subvert” or “erase” the very notion of 

disciplinary boundaries. Interdisciplinarity also contains subsets; 

 
Critical interdisciplinarity “aims to interrogate existing structures of 

knowledge and education, raising questions of value and purpose,” while 

instrumental interdisciplinarity is a pragmatic approach that focuses on 
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research, methodological borrowing, and practical problem solving in 

response to the external demands of society.” (Welch IV 4) 

 
Interdisciplinarity can instrumentally acknowledge the fields from which it takes 

knowledge to combine with knowledges from other fields while critiquing the concept of 

the academic discipline, different disciplinary epistemologies, and their values. It 

therefore moves away from the “additive model” of multidisciplinarity (Burgett et al. 

469). 
 

Interdisciplinary Studies as a burgeoning field offers students the benefits of 

instrumental interdisciplinary understanding as a means of exploring large cultural and 

global issues. For example, fig. 2 showcases the philosophy of the Interdisciplinary 

Studies degree program as a graphic. One can see that in interdisciplinary work, multiple 

fields knowledges, theories, and methods overlap in order to address subject complexity. 

Unlike in multidisciplinarity, disciplinary boundaries are permeated as disciplines are 

expected to impact – and even question – each other to the benefit of the research and 

researchers. 
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Figure 2 
 

 
Fig. 2. Interdisciplinary Studies Degree graphic; California Polytechnic State University; 

CalPoly.edu, 25 November 2020, https://isla.calpoly.edu/curriculum. 
 

 

Interdisciplinary collaboration benefits from members’ diverse skills and 

perspectives while additionally mutating those backgrounds in ways that meet the 

demands of the problem being targeted. In true interdisciplinary collaboration, 

participants combine distinct knowledges to transcend disciplinary boundaries, 

potentially creating new fields of inquiry (Gorman 447). The possibility of such 

collaboration suggests that the boundaries that contain disciplinary knowledges are more 
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fluid than rigid. Before disciplinary frameworks became the norm, interdisciplinary work 

was expected to be done by individuals. For instance, in the case of philosophers: 

 
Before Kant and the development of modern disciplinary culture, the 

scientist and the philosopher were often one and the same person. The 

intellectual and social roles had not yet diverged. Moreover, not only did 

their work cross disciplinary boundaries, which were in any case much 

more fluid than they are today, but also, and more fundamentally, it was 

the distinctive task of the philosopher to create, go beyond, erase, and 

redraw the boundaries and categories of thought. (Klein and Frodeman 

149) 

 
Likewise, the modern interdisciplinary thinker to some degree can be expected to ignore 

specialization in favor of developing new ways to solve problems and forming 

confluence between several disciplines. This concept is fairly new to the Western 

academy but is compatible with the holistic interconnectedness in Indigenous ways of 

knowing. 

 
In interdisciplinary studies, methodology is a primary concern (Frodeman 496). In 

teams this can be overcome with debate over disparate fields’ assumptions and the limits 

of their methods (Frodeman 496). Practitioners may develop some “[degree] of 

antimethodologism within the study of interdisciplinarity. Some argue that 

interdisciplinarity is more a matter of manner than of method” (Frodeman 496). By its 

nature, they argue, “interdisciplinary knowledge calls for a critical reassessment of our 

concept of scientific laws and general principles” (Frodeman 496). What is law or 
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principle in one discipline might be contested in another; the interdisciplinarian would be 

wise to question discipline-specific assumptions and cultivate “open-mindedness, 

disciplinary modesty, and the ability to see things from different perspectives” (Frodeman 

496) in their research and critiques. 

 
While interdisciplinarity holds the possibility of being all-encompassing and 

constantly shifting, this does not mean that all engaging in interdisciplinary work are 

anti-disciplinary. Rather, many studies must engage in some degree of interdisciplinarity 

due to the complexity of their subjects; for instance, climate change is a subject that 

demands an understanding of the complex origins and possible futures of the problem, 

and many fields, including AIS, contribute to this unique and broad topic. James Welch 

IV contends that interdisciplinarity is a logical evolution in thought production (1) 

because it was “conceived as an approach to complexity through integration of insights 

from different disciplinary perspectives [and] endeavors to position itself as an effective 

strategy for comprehending, navigating, and transforming knowledge” (2). By accepting 

the complexity of certain topics, one must accept interdisciplinarity but not necessarily 

demand that walls be torn down between disciplinary epistemologies. Scholar of 

interdisciplinary research Wolfgang Krohn cautions against: 

 
[defining] interdisciplinarity on the basis of and as a derivative of the 

disciplinary structure of knowledge. Rather it is assumed that real-world 

cases necessarily integrate heterogeneous knowledge bases, be these 

gathered under the institutional cover of a discipline or not. (Krohn) 
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To Krohn, subject matter might indicate a need for interdisciplinarity in order to get a 

more complete understanding. This would indicate instrumental, but not critical, 

interdisciplinary practice. 

 
Along with Joe Moran and Donald Campbell, Krohn also claims that some 

disciplines are “epistemologically interdisciplinary” meaning “they are all 

interdisciplines, or disciplines with interdisciplinary features, because they tend to accept 

cases in their complexity and contingency” (Krohn). Some example of interdisciplines 

are literary criticism, cultural studies, anthropology, economics, sociology. AIS combines 

and critiques thought from several of these fields while engaging in the complex work of 

cultural study from distinct communities. Doubtless, Krohn’s definition of an 

interdiscipine applies to AIS, a rich and complex field. 

 
Transdisciplinarity furthers the all-encompassing nature of interdisciplinarity to 

include bodies of knowledge that exist outside of the world of universities and their 

disciplinary boundaries by engaging non-academic knowledge-makers (Burgett et al. 

469). In university research, transdisciplinary collaboration “[expands] to include staff 

members working on community partnerships, internships, and community-based 

learning initiatives” (Burgett et al. 469). In this way, transdisciplinarity “[adapts] 

academic knowledge production for problem solving out in the larger world” (Frodeman 

496) possibly leaving the community in charge of the project once the scholarship has 

concluded. Those outside of the academy might be able to provide knowledge and 

personal experience to research data and pinpoint problems that academics have the 

understanding required to solve. Fig. 3 indicates a community and their problem by a 

large oval. Within that focus, academic experts from across disciplines and non-academic 
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community participants collaborate by bringing their distinct knowledges to research 

goals. 

 
Figure 3 

 

Fig. 3. Transdisciplinary Model from Paul J. Croft; “Education in a Transdisciplinary 

World”; Slide Share; SlideShare.net, 25 November 2020, 

https://www.slideshare.net/PaulJCroft/education-in-a-transdisciplinary-world. 
 

 

If interdisciplinarity mitigates disciplinary boundaries, transdisciplinarity further 

moves beyond the institutional boundaries of the university system. Collaborations begin 

to include non-academics who: 

 
are involved in problem identification and problem structuring, thus 

determining how research questions relate to problem[s]. However, by 

[including non-academics in collaborative research], transdisciplinary 

research is challenged by the following requirements: to grasp the 

complexity of the problems, to take into account the diversity of scientific 

and societal views of the problems, to link abstract and case specific 

http://www.slideshare.net/PaulJCroft/education-in-a-transdisciplinary-world
http://www.slideshare.net/PaulJCroft/education-in-a-transdisciplinary-world
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knowledge, and to constitute knowledge with a focus on problem-solving 

for what is perceived to be the common good. (Hadorn et al. 19) 

 
Transdisciplinary work, therefore, uses academic insights combined with community 

knowledges in ways that yield tangible improvements for those outside the academy. 

Because of its extra-academic concerns, transdisciplinarity marks itself as different from 

multidisciplinarity and interdisciplinarity by extending beyond the grounds of the 

university to solve real-world problems; in AIS, these may include issues of urban 

development, health and educational initiatives, and environmental concerns through 

collaboration with non-academic experts. This is not to say that multidisciplinary and/or 

interdisciplinary work do not occur in ways that solve real world problems. Researchers 

from various field often collaborate in ways that successfully confront issues of 

importance beyond the academy although they do not rely on the input of non-academics. 

 
The difference between multi- and interdisciplinary collaborations compared to 

transdisciplinary collaborations is the place of non-academics. In transdisciplinary work 

in AIS, non-academics are integral experts in understanding seasonal landscape features, 

the redundancies of healthcare protocols, or the nuances of the endangered language. 

Researchers from outside the community offer guidance in how to solve these problems 

given community-members’ lived expertise in the broader subject matter. Additionally, 

transdisciplinarity stands alone by requiring collaboration; a sole researcher cannot 

embark on a transdisciplinary project. 

 
Although they each defy a universal definition, each of these extra-disciplinary 

terms suggests a breakdown of the “specialized knowledges” that form the institutional 
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and educational structuring of colleges and universities. As a relative newcomer to these 

systems, it behooves AIS to continue to debate 1) how the field defines these terms for 

itself and 2) which term/s is/are truly applicable to the work of AIS instead of using them 

interchangeably in the field’s literatures. With this uniformity, conversations of the 

foundational theories of AIS can be brought to introductory General Education 

classrooms where students can glean a better understanding of the work done in the field 

yielding a pan-university comprehension that will improve the field in subsequent 

generations. 

 
Table 1 

 

List of Definitions for Extra-Disciplinary Terms for Use in This Study 
 

 
Type of Extra- 
Disciplinarity 

 
Definition as Used in This Study 

 
Multidisciplinarity 

 
Comparing, contrasting, or other use of two or more disciplines that 
does not result in the questioning or breakdown of distinct 
disciplinary epistemologies. May be performed by individual 
researchers or teams from within the academy. May or may not yield 
tangible solutions for real world problems. 

 
Interdisciplinarity 

 
Critical Interdisciplinarity: The use of two or more disciplinary 
epistemologies that questions assumptions, methods, and/or 
frameworks. May yield a new field or branch of study. Can be done 
alone or in teams but is entirely academic. 

 
Instrumental/Practical Interdisciplinarity: Borrows from and changes 
other disciplines assumptions, methods, and/or frameworks in order 
to overcome subject complexity that cannot be countered with the 
epistemology of only one discipline. Can be done alone or in teams 
but is entirely academic. 

 
Transdisciplinarity 

 
Uses (and perhaps adapts) other disciplines assumptions, methods, 
and/or frameworks in order to overcome subject complexity that 
cannot be countered with the epistemology of only one discipline in 
ways that may or may not critique those assumptions, methods, 
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 and/or frameworks. Requires collaboration with non-academic 
experts from outside the university system. Seeks to address and 
solve real world problems. 

 
 
 
 

The Value of Extra-Disciplinarities in American Indian Studies 
 

This section will discuss the relationship between AIS and extra-disciplinary 

frameworks as understood by this study, attempting to solve the problem of what term/s – 

multi-, inter-, or transdisciplinarity – the field should use to define the work it does. 

However, it should first be argued that AIS honors Indigenous epistemologies in ways 

that often oppose notions of specialization and disaggregation of knowledge employed by 

university structures. In 2003’s “Peoplehood: A Model for the Extension of Sovereignty 

in American Indian Studies,” the authors argue that AIS is a “multi- or interdisciplinary 

field of study” lacking in a central paradigm or theory of its own (8). In order to 

overcome this perceived lack, the authors posit “that the four factors of peoplehood – 

language, sacred history, religion, and land – [are] interwoven and dependent on one 

another” (12). AIS, they argue, should adopt peoplehood, the complex overlapping of 

cultural features that make communities distinct from one another, as a core assumption 

and view these four factors as a matrix showcasing their reliance upon one another. In 

being “interwoven and dependent,” language cannot be studied only in the Linguistics 

department, sacred history is not the sole domain of History, religion is expected to move 

beyond the bounds of Religious Studies, and land is not conceptualized only by 

Environmental Studies. The very concept of AIS as a field demands (at least) 

interdisciplinary approaches as it pulls and repurposes knowledge from and expects 

progressive change (in the form of recognizing Indigenous contributions, theories, and 
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methods to name only a few) from numerous other fields. By nature, AIS does not make 

for typical departments or a standard field of knowledge. We do not silo knowledge but 

recognize the “interwoven” and complex realities our research material presents. This 

should be understood even as we seek autonomy as separate departments and programs 

of study within college and university structures. Disciplines are a Western construction; 

although it is an academic discipline, AIS often relies on thought that is opposed to 

Western academic traditions. 

 
Multidisciplinarity, despite is use by some in AIS, is clearly not a good term for 

the work of AIS. In AIS, other fields’ knowledges are more than compared and 

contrasted, more than used in combination with each other. All work in AIS demands a 

Native perspective be entertained. Often in doing this, one must change the shape of 

mainstream disciplinary thought. For instance, in studying depleted fish populations in a 

salmon run through a Native Nation, a researcher or a research team may consider 

environmental and biological factors but also the cultural values and impacts on the local 

community. Beyond integrating information from the hard sciences, this AIS study would 

benefit from viewing the river and salmon through a cultural lens, as much more 

meaningful than an issue of water and fish: How do salmon and the river itself feature in 

cosmology? In ceremony? Have fishing rights and/or river access ever been legally 

contested or a point of civil debate in the area? Multidisciplinarity may offer a starting 

point for discussions in classrooms on the multiple fields in which AIS has a stake, but 

instructors can quickly make clear to students that AIS is much more than an aggregate of 

other fields. 
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Furthermore, AIS is not solely reliant upon thought produced in other disciplines. 
 

As the Peoplehood Model shows us, AIS has developed unique theories and methods 

since its inception decades ago. For instance, those studying literature from an AIS 

perspective can use AIS-specific theories like Arnold Krupat’s nationalism, 

transnationalism, trans-Indigenism, and cosmopolitanism; Indigenous gender and 

sexuality studies scholars rely on AIS’ terminology of two-spiritedness; fieldwork in AIS 

benefits from Linda Smith’s community action approaches. Clearly, AIS has a place in 

the academy as a distinct field. By developing tools for analysis and research 

methodologies, AIS engages in the first method in its three-pronged approach to benefit 

Indian Country: academic knowledge creation. 

 
Interdisciplinarity – as defined by this study as the combining, reframing, and 

repurposing of knowledge and methodology as needed – represents at least some of the 

work done by AIS, the second of the three prongs. Much knowledge production in AIS 

occurs by relying on critical or instrumental interdisciplinarity. For example, Philip 

Deloria’s work blends history, ethnography, media studies, ethnic and gender studies, and 

many more, integrating disciplinary knowledge from each field as he critiques and 

repurposes it to explore his subjects from a distinctly AIS perspective. His work is both 

critically and instrumentally interdisciplinary in its application of Native perspective to 

other fields’ theories and methods. Deloria’s is not multidisciplinary or derivative as 

many disciplines’ knowledge and methods blend together and are held under scrutiny to 

make unique work. Furthermore, he interrogates other fields’ outmoded ways of viewing 

and researching Indigenous people and communities. In interdisciplinary approaches, 

AIS changes its cognate fields, demanding a Native perspective where appropriate. 
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However, AIS most directly meets its mission of serving Indian Country when it 

is transdisciplinary. “Field work” in AIS ensures that individuals and departments have 

collaborative relationships with Native Nations that transcend university boundaries. In 

going into Native communities, AIS scholars engage in transdisciplinary work that is 

meant to benefit the community and which sees beyond disciplinary specialization; tribal 

elders, tribal councils, speakers of Indigenous languages, etc. become experts integral in 

the project (and thus challenges the Foucauldian notion that intellectual “power” stems 

from acceptance among academy peers) rather than being “subjects of inquiry” (Apodaca 

24) in a more interdisciplinary study performed within the confines of academia. 

Transdisciplinarity lends itself well to a field of study that originated from an activist 

movement and remains committed to social causes; AIS works in places beyond the 

university. Disciplinary organizations promote collaborations with Indigenous 

communities; for instance, the “international Native American and Indigenous Studies 

Association (NAISA) … encourages collaborative research that cross-cuts typical 

academic fields, and approaches that highlight indigenous knowledge systems and 

cultural recovery” (emphasis added) (Bruchac 39). 

 
Both of these approaches are of value to Indian Country. Deloria’s 

interdisciplinary work indirectly supports Indigenous communities by breaking down 

stereotypes and critiquing work done in other fields that support stereotyping. Other 

transdisciplinary work directly aids specific Indigenous communities by building 

software that teaches children the endangered language of their culture, protecting 

watersheds, or drafting legal documents that reinforce sovereignty and further establish 

tribal governments. For long term benefits, both are necessary. 
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Table 2 
 

Examples of Extra-Disciplinary Applications within American Indian Studies 
 

 
Extra-Disciplinarity 

 
Example of Application in AIS 

 
Multidisciplinarity 

 
A scholar studying a salmon run in an Indigenous 
community reads archeological reports about nearby sacred 
sites and cultural texts about the value of salmon to the 
community. The journal article produced from this work 
mentions the river’s proximity to the sacred sites and the 
place of salmon in the community’s cosmology, but the 
study is focused solely on the health of the river water and 
does not utilize methods or theories from archaeology or 
cultural studies. 

 
Interdisciplinarity 

 
Critical: An AIS scholar becomes aware of an archaeological 
study being done near a salmon run sacred to a local 
Indigenous community. The scholar reaches out to those 
performing the study to remind them of the community’s 
need of the salmon run and the disruptiveness of the study to 
their ceremonial cycle. The scholar publishes an article using 
this example as a reminder to archaeologists of the value of 
contacting Native Nations before studies as part of 
considerate scholarly practice. 

 
Instrumental: An environmental scientist studying a salmon 
run incorporates a general framework for their study from 
Indigenous Natural Resource Management, intertwines 
knowledges from Chemistry and Physics, includes 
ethnographic insights derives from anthropological 
resources, and tweaks a methodology from Oceanography in 
order to address their topic’s complexity. 

 
Transdisciplinary 

 
A legal scholar works closely with members of a tribal 
government to confront a local non-Native community’s 
misunderstandings regarding their treaty-derived fishing 
rights.. The results of this collaboration – with approval of 
the tribal government – include a report or journal article; 
however, the peoples of the Native Nation see direct benefit 
from the scholar’s work. 
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Although AIS as a field must be both interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary, both 

means of work are not given that same value in scholarly journals or in academic 

programs. Mary Katharine Duffie and Ben Chavis Muhammad note that “library research 

is the most likely method for conducting inquiries into contemporary Indian issues.” 

Interestingly, they noted that the: 

 
longest established [AIS] journal with the largest subscription list had the 

highest frequency of published library research [while a newer AIS journal 

had] the lowest number of subscribers, but had the highest percentage of 

articles which could be classified as field research. 

 
Tom Holm commented on these data, saying: 

 

The tendency among American Indian Scholars is that they made it on 

library research, and they continue this type of research. In the scholarly 

circles, researchers are encouraged to distance themselves from those they 

are studying. This is done in order that the researcher remain objective. It 

seems to me, a great majority of researchers in American Indian Studies 

don’t have any contact in Indian communities. (Duffie and Chavis 

Muhammad quoting Holm) 

 
This likely begins in university courses where students should be taught how to do 

transdisciplinary work but are often encouraged only to produce library research. Without 

creating graduates with transdisciplinary/collaborative skills, AIS is failing in its mission. 

Duane Champagne claims that current approaches: 
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[do] not generate the coherence of curriculum, or research, to satisfy the 

needs of Indigenous students and communities who are looking to the 

university to produce professionals capable of working productively in 

such communities and environments. Universities produce students with 

capabilities of working as professionals, but students are rarely trained to 

understand and work in tribal communities and organizations. 

(“Is American…?” 85) 
 

He calls for AIS programs to “be flexible and allow for considerable variation in personal 

choices and Indigenous community choices and strategies, as well as meeting the policy 

and education requirements of the university” (86). In other words, AIS is an academic 

department worthy of inclusion at universities but is one that must be able to “[produce] a 

pool of scholars capable of functioning within academic and Indian community settings” 

(emphasis added) (Riding In 72), in interdisciplinary (i.e. library research) and 

transdisciplinary (i.e. collaboratively with Indigenous communities) ways in order to best 

serve Indian Country. 

 
This can, of course, be done. By nature of being an academic discipline like any 

other, AIS undergraduate and graduate students should be expected to gain research and 

writing skills commensurate with their level of education. By virtue of being a complex 

interdiscipline, students of AIS will likewise critique and utilize other fields’ theories and 

methods. Transdisciplinarity, too, can be taught. For example, the University of Arizona 

ran a Nation Building certificate program until recently that required a practicum working 

with a Native Nation. Likewise, Northern Arizona University offers a B.A., a B.S., and a 

minor in Applied Indigenous Studies, an area that promises that “through classroom 
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education and traditional tribal knowledge, [students] will gain the tools [they] need to 

work effectively within indigenous tribal communities” (“Degree Plans”). Many more 

AIS departments and programs have built in ways to expose students to work within 

Indigenous communities that requires collaboration with Native knowledge holders. Such 

transdisciplinary experiences and interdisciplinary research skills should be part of all 

AIS degrees as required student outcomes. 

 
Research Questions 

 
This study is guided by three primary research questions: 

 

1) Are introductory General Education AIS courses taught in ways that promote 

familiarity with interdisciplinarity as a consistent student outcome? 

 
2) What factors might influence how and how frequently instructors of General 

Education AIS courses teach interdisciplinarity as a concept? 

 
3) How fundamental are extra-disciplinarities to AIS as ascertained by scholarship and 

program and course descriptions as opposed to perceived student outcomes in 

introductory courses? 

 
The first chapter determines that extra-disciplinarities are fundamental to AIS as 

per the third question. They appear frequently – although are used according to different 

meanings – in AIS scholarship and also make frequent appearances as part of AIS 

program descriptions in the PAC-12. The chapter then delves into the first research 

question, culling survey data for instructor thoughts on interdisciplinarity and how/if they 

teach it to their introductory students. In returning to the third question, the first chapter 



37 
 

  

concludes that there are discrepancies between how the field values extra-disciplinarities 

in the ways that it operates and how consistently students are expected to understand 

these concepts as learning outcomes. The second chapter explores General Education 

learning frameworks as potentially antagonistic to the teaching of interdisciplinarity in 

introductory courses as it explores the second research question. The third chapter returns 

to the second and third questions to explore instructors’ role in influencing course 

learning outcomes in interdisciplinarity according to their own valuation and 

understanding of the term. Of course, as this study contains many interwoven 

considerations, all questions are alluded to throughout the text. 

 
Theoretical Approach 

 
This study was impacted by theories concerning Outcome-Based Education 

(OBE) and the Outcome Driven Development Model (ODDM) to emerge from the field 

of Education in the twentieth century. This theoretical approach to learning counters 

standard Curriculum-Based or Calendar-Based Educational (CBE) theories which focus 

less on student learning and more on teaching content in a specific frame of time. OBE 

emerged from the thoughts of Ralph W. Tyler concerning the necessity of explicit and 

measurable objectives later enhanced by Benjamin Bloom’s taxonomy which matches 

measures of student learning to assessment types. (Morcke, et. al. 852). Bloom is largely 

focused on behavioral objectives which are measurable and indicate the level of cognition 

a student has mastered. For instance, ability to define a term is not as rigorous as applying 

the term in appropriate circumstances. 

 
While OBE occurs in mainstream primary, secondary, and higher education 

classrooms, it distinguishes itself by establishing curriculum or standards that are student 
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rather than teaching focused and inform all teaching practices and assessments. More 

teacher-centered objectives may include a list of knowledge or skills that will be covered; 

student-outcome focused objectives rhetorically focus on learning that will take place and 

indicate student mastery: “Students will be able to…” In directly stating “what students 

will be able to do at the end of a course of study which they could not do initially” (Beard 

“Changing Objectives…” 2), focus is brought to a course, and students are able to self- 

assess. “[I]f students have false views or insufficient knowledge about the directions in 

which they should progress, their efforts prove unrewarding” (Beard “Changing 

Objectives…” 9), and they will likely be unsuccessful; “In both OBE and ODDM the 

student is identified as the primary beneficiary of the outcomes. Increased student 

learning and success are defined as the primary outcome” in what can also be referred to 

as mastery learning (Desmond 12). As much as OBE and the ODDM demand that 

student-directed outcomes guide learning, they also demand attention from instructors in 

course and lesson planning. Instructors also engage in OBE when they determine what 

knowledge or skills successful students will possess by the courses’ end and design-back 

from those ultimate outcomes (Spady “The Trashing…” 41). Designing back after clearly 

articulating the desired results takes the emphasis away from teaching and places it back 

on learning (Wiggins and McTighe 15). OBE instructional considerations include 

differentiating instruction and giving students several attempts to indicate that they have 

achieved desired outcomes. One premise of this theory maintains “that under the right 

conditions, almost all students could learn and achieve at mastery levels” (Desmond 15). 

 
OBE and ODDM can be considered at both micro and macro levels as objectives 

or outcomes are established in lessons, units, courses, degree programs, and fields. As 
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such, “use of an outcome-based model can highlight neglected areas” of disciplinary 

concern while recognizing those areas that are given more instructional focus (Harden, et. 

al. 9). This is especially necessary in courses that provide an introduction or survey of a 

field so that students will better understand “the overarching ideas, issues, and learning 

goals that might inform study” within a field (Wiggins and McTighe 16). Regardless of 

instructional design, pedagogical philosophy, or clear statement of objectives that may 

appear on a case-by-case basis, this study benefits from OBE and ODDM by providing a 

lens through which we can examine student outcomes as an indicator of the value extra- 

disciplinarities hold within AIS as compared to how it appears in AIS curriculum across 

departments and programs. 

 
Extra-disciplinarities have been the center of much discussion in AIS scholarship 

and are more frequently than not used in academic settings as program and course 

descriptors. OBE and the ODDM provide a model for exploring how and if these 

concepts are being treated as student learning outcomes when they appear to be valued by 

the field. If extra-disciplinarities – and specifically interdisciplinarity – are so important 

to have inspired such disciplinary concern and be so consistently used to describe AIS 

programs, one could reasonably conclude that these ideas are being given careful 

consideration as a learning outcome in lessons, courses, and programs. OBE and the 

ODDM provide a framework for studying if such learning outcomes are being met or 

even reached for in introductory courses where students are meant to be learning the 

basic skills and knowledges of a field; if extra-disciplinarities are not being taught in low- 

level courses, when, where, and how do we expect students to learn these programmatic 

features? To paraphrase the third research question: extra-disciplinarities are clearly 
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important to the field, but are they being taught as such? This consideration is of 

particular interest given the multiple definitions for extra-disciplinary terms used in AIS 

and throughout academia. 

 
Methods Used in This Study 

 
My methods include literature and data analyses to gain both a qualitative and 

quantitative understanding of the research topic. Literature includes scholarship to 

emerge from several fields: Curriculum Studies, Education, Higher Education, and AIS. 

Additionally, many university websites were mined for information regarding AIS 

program and course descriptions. Scholarship included in the literature review found in 

Chapter Two includes 29 book chapters, journal articles, prefaces to collected editions, 

academic associations’ presidential addresses and conference proceedings, and library 

reports. While quantitative data did not result from this overview, the rhetorical analysis 

provides something akin to meta-analysis in that conclusions regarding the nature of a 

field were drawn. Over 100 texts collected from academic databases through the 

University of Arizona library system were read; those texts that discussed or defined 

AIS’ relationship to extra-disciplinarities were included in this study. All included texts 

were treated to a rhetorical analysis that looked for: (1) authorial beliefs concerning 

extra-disciplinarity in AIS, (2) use of extra-disciplinary terms or references to extra- 

disciplinary work (e.g., listing cognate fields), and (3) comparison to other texts in the 

study in order to find common camps of thought. There were no outliers as several 

distinct thoughts emerge in which each text can be placed. 

 
Data was acquired for this study through one methodological instrument, a survey 

posted on an AIS field-specific listserv (H-Net AmIndian) in December of 2019. The 
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survey questions can be found in Appendix A and were crafted with maintaining 

respondent anonymity as a primary concern. While this study would have benefit from 

the inclusion of material from syllabi and knowledge of specific university, department, 

and General Education frameworks at play, these would have led to the creation of 

searchable materials and risked revealing respondents’ identities. 

 
The posting to the listserv asked for responses from PAC-12 university instructors 

of introductory General Education AIS courses; the PAC-12 Conference was chosen in 

order to both limit the scope of the study and compare similarly sized research-focused 

institutions. At times, literature analyses include information from smaller PAC-12 

affiliate schools’ webpages although no surveys were received from instructors at these 

institutions. The survey tool was comprised of five sections. The first asked for 

demographic information about the instructors including their own educational 

backgrounds. These data were placed into tables and pie charts to visually showcase the 

demographics of the individuals surveyed as a subset of instructors teaching introductory 

General Education AIS courses. The second asked for information regarding university 

designations and requirements for the course in question. These open-ended responses 

were analyzed for coded language that pinpointed the General Education guidelines 

variously used for these courses throughout the PAC-12 in order to find similarity 

throughout the different General Education frameworks and their demands on the courses 

in this study. The third asked open-ended questions about the instructors’ feelings toward 

interdisciplinarity and the teaching of interdisciplinarity and using interdisciplinary 

teaching methods (i.e. designing-back from a possible student outcome regarding 

interdisciplinarity) in the course. Literary analyses were performed on these responses 
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and some responses that could not concretely be analyzed were discarded. The fourth 

utilized a four-point Likert scale to determine respondents’ experiences with and thought 

regarding the value of interdisciplinarity. Likert scale responses were coded numerically 

and placed into tables for easy visualization. The fifth and final section asked for any 

concluding thoughts regarding interdisciplinarity that were not addressed earlier in the 

survey. Responses to this question were not abundant and did not play a substantial role 

in this study. Questions were intentionally crafted and created in order to provide 

respondents with the maximum possible amount of anonymity. 

 
Significance of This Study 

 
Despite the level of attention interdisciplinarity has received in AIS scholarship 

and the frequency with which it appears in program and course descriptions, no study to 

date has focused on the nature of or teaching of interdisciplinarity in AIS. This study will 

only tangentially touch upon higher level courses and degree programs for majors and 

minors. More directly, this study interrogates the literatures that have emerged from the 

field, the origins of the field and formations of programs/departments, and how diversity 

in instructor background (in education, identity, and personal belief) has impacted a 

coherence in the teaching of the field’s extra-disciplinary nature to introductory General 

Education students. AIS and its students can benefit from this study in numerous ways: 1) 

by seeking to create clearer definitions of how extra-disciplinary terms are used in the 

field, 2) by repositioning extra-disciplinarities as tools AIS uses in its academic-activist 

mission, 3) suggesting that AIS continue its critical interdisciplinarity as part of 

indigenizing the academy, 4) requesting that extra-disciplinary concepts be presented for 

non-initiate students who may need to “unlearn” or “re-learn” what they have been taught 
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by mainstream society and disciplines, 5) promoting a better synthesis of knowledge 

between fields which can cause them to engage critically with Indigenous subjects found 

in other fields, and 6) clarifying that understanding of interdisciplinary is not a consistent 

student outcome in AIS courses and – as such – may indicate that the field has not 

completely agreed that extra-disciplinarity is fundamental. The ultimate goal of this study 

is to uncover how valuable extra-disciplinarities are to AIS by examining the level of 

exploration they are given in courses for non-initiate students. As a result, this study can 

foster disciplinary discussions on what features of the field are central enough to demand 

student outcomes in introductory courses. 

 
Limitations of This Study: The Survey Tool and Possible Data Analyses 

 
Problems included a poor response rate as only 16 respondents took the survey, 

many of whom did not complete the survey in full. This presents two issues: (1) the poor 

rate of response makes it unlikely that major conclusions can be drawn across an entire 

field as one respondent held a great amount of sway, and (2) there are holes in the data 

where conclusions might have otherwise been drawn regarding relationships between 

respondents’ data point (e.g., a better link might have been drawn between respondents’ 

educational backgrounds and their definitions of interdisciplinarity). Open-ended 

questions, although they offer the most value to this study, were most likely to be 

skipped; this makes sense as these questions require the most thought and time to 

complete. Although these questions were crafted with the intent of capturing individuals’ 

specific thoughts in their own words, a better survey tool would have anticipated a lower 

response rate for these questions and contained fewer open-ended questions. Some 

respondents clearly stopped taking the survey early on. Additionally, the survey was run 
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through Qualtrics and gave respondents the ability to skip questions. Many respondents 

claimed a lack of ability to complete certain questions, i.e. “Not sure I understand the 

question.” Depending on the question, these types of responses were coded as providing 

me with an adequate understanding of the individual’s views or background knowledge. 

For instance, when a respondent asked for a definition of a key term from a discipline at 

the crosshairs of AIS, I could presume that they were unnuanced in that aspect of the 

field. This would make them unlikely to be able to teach AIS introductory General 

Education courses that acknowledge that field or body of work. Some may take issue 

with my choice to code in this way and should therefore be aware of my methods in 

reviewing respondent answers. Moreover, at times the survey tool itself gave some lists 

of options for respondents to consider; it may be that these possibilities were the only 

ones considered. In these cases, I will alert the reader that survey data should be 

considered with this knowledge. Other impacts on this study are derived from a promise 

of respondent anonymity; all that can be gleaned from respondents taking the survey is 

that they taught a General Education introductory AIS course at a PAC-12 university 

during the Fall 2019 semester. 

 
Additionally, this study sought to confine an understanding of its topics through 

collecting data only from PAC-12 (and therefore Research One university) AIS 

instructors, meaning that data was not culled from community college or liberal arts 

college instructors who may have added to the conversation. Attaining data from students 

would also offer better indication on the effects of teaching practices regarding extra- 

disciplinarities; surveys and pre- and post-tests completed by students in these courses 

would have revealed much about successful teaching practices, materials, and 
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institutional frameworks in the area of extra-disciplinary education in AIS. Also, this 

study did not take into account difference in course layout, General Education models 

employed in each university, or status as a program or department. These are some of the 

specific impacts of the survey’s promise of anonymity. Of course, these (sometimes 

purposeful) oversights provide possibilities for future research to be done in this area. 

 
My research was intended in part to explore the ways in which General Education 

students – students who may never take another AIS course again – were introduced to 

interdisciplinarity, a concept that “state of the field” literatures from AIS clearly deem 

worthy of discussion and debate and is frequently found in both program and course 

descriptions. The survey did not use other extra-disciplinary terms, e.g. multi- or 

transdisciplinarity. Survey responses indicate a need for further discussion within the 

field as to the value AIS does or does not receive from extra-disciplinarity. Respondents 

indicated a variety of 1) definitions of interdisciplinarity, 2) levels of direct student 

engagement with extra-disciplinarity in their courses/demand for positive student 

outcomes in instructional design, 3) personal views on the necessity of extra- 

disciplinarity as a component of AIS, 4) levels of engagement with extra-disciplinarity 

experienced as a student, and 5) levels of experience in teaching the course. Taken 

together, these differences in background, theory, pedagogy, and course development 

(whether personally derived or done in order to meet the needs of their university’s 

General Education policies) indicate that AIS General Education students in PAC-12 

universities are receiving disparate educations concerning interdisciplinarity, its meaning, 

how it can be employed, and its value to the field. Given the lack of confluence in these 

few responses, it may very well be that the discipline of AIS still needs to determine its 
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understanding of extra-disciplinarity, its value to the field, and how and to whom it is 

taught. 

 
Chapter Overview 

 
In order to evaluate this research topic with its many moving parts, I have 

attempted to break down a significant component of this study into each chapter. This is 

not done in order to silo these issues as the chapters taken together reveal a complexity 

and multiple conversations happening from within and without many fields: AIS, General 

Education Studies, Education, and Curriculum Studies. This study itself shifts between 

being critically interdisciplinary and instrumentally interdisciplinary. 

 
Chapter two explores and analyzes the literatures of AIS which deal with 

evaluating extra-disciplinarity as a component of the field. This review reveals that 

“interdisciplinary” is used in different ways; most frequently it can refer to either the 

manner in which AIS programs and departments were created in some universities or as a 

manner of doing work, as I myself use it in this study. Aside from this contention, I also 

note that scholars disagree on the value of interdisciplinarity in the field and fall into 

three camps: pro-interdisciplinarity, anti-disciplinarity, and begrudging acceptance. 

While scholars have historically debated these issues, current use of extra-disciplinary 

terms (and specifically “interdisciplinary”) are frequently found in program descriptions 

and to a lesser extent in course descriptions in the PAC-12. As scholarly debate and 

program descriptions no doubt impact instructors of AIS and their course design, I then 

explore survey data, looking for the differences in instructor beliefs regarding AIS’ 

interdisciplinarity, its value to their students, and how it is best taught to determine any 
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possible differences in AIS’ perceived valuation if extra-disciplinarities in scholarship 

versus in the classroom. 

 
Chapter three discusses the role of General Education modeling as a possible 

factor that impacts how AIS is taught in introductory courses. General Education lacks – 

like extra-disciplinary terms – a standard definition or framework. However, like extra- 

disciplinary terms, it carries common features and ideologies. General Education’s 

consistent focus on multicultural education and diversity have made AIS a field easily 

exploited by General Education programming for financial gain. It appears that AIS 

frequently receives fewer benefits, and introductory General Education AIS courses may 

or may not deemphasize extra-disciplinarity as a result of General Education frameworks 

and designations. 

 
Chapter four explores the background of staffing AIS programs and departments 

according to the “ethnic studies” (or “interdisciplinary”) model and the subsequent 

repercussions to the field and its teaching of extra-disciplinarities. Literature is analyzed 

for scholarly views on who should enter the field. Survey data are reviewed to examine 

the identity features and educational and instructional backgrounds of survey respondents 

in an attempt to answer who is teaching these courses. Of course, who is in charge of 

mining the rich and complicated field of AIS for consumption by introductory students 

impacts what will be taught and therefore what student outcomes will be regarding the 

nature of the field including its extra-disciplinary features. 

 
The fourth and final chapter concludes this study by reiterating its key 

assumptions of the three-pronged approach of AIS and the value of teaching its extra- 
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disciplinary tactics to all who study it, including introductory students unlikely to become 

majors or minors. Program and course descriptions from more robust programs are 

analyzed, again suggesting that more attention be paid to student outcomes in familiarity 

with interdisciplinarity at the introductory course level; these programs are more likely to 

use extra-disciplinary terms in their introductory General Education course descriptions 

than are PAC-12 universities. After reviewing its limitations, this study also proposes 

further research necessary in exploring the ways in which extra-disciplinarity impacts 

AIS scholarship and teaching. 
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CHAPTER TWO: “THE PRO-, THE ANTI-, AND THE UNEAGER”: 
AMERICAN INDIAN STUDIES SCHOLARS’ VIEWS OF EXTRA- 

DISCIPLINARITIES IN AN AUTONOMOUS NEW FIELD 
 

American Indian Studies (AIS) is a relative newcomer to the academic landscape. 
 

Resultant of the Civil Rights Movement, AIS has gained increasing acceptance in 

colleges and universities alongside other “area” or “ethnic” studies programs that began 

at the same time. Programs offer bachelors and/or graduate degrees, are housed in 

different ways according to university structures, and inform graduates who will choose 

career paths that benefit Indian Country in diverse ways. For this last reason, many of the 

“state of the field” texts to emerge from AIS since its beginnings – including pieces that 

served as early mission statements for the field and annual addresses made by presidents 

of AIS’ academic associations – have mentioned interdisciplinarity as a fundamental 

concept to the field. Conceptualizations of extra-disciplinary work in AIS are impacted 

by more than scholarly discourse. University structuring, status as a program or 

department, faculty appointments, and mission statements and objectives (for the 

university, program/department, and the degree or course alike) all interweave in ways 

that can impact one’s understanding of extra-disciplinarity in AIS. Scholars’ views of 

extra-disciplinarity can be impacted by any and all of these factors in ways that then 

trickle down into how they teach extra-disciplinarities within the field. The result is a 

lack of cohesion that multiplies as time goes on. If these concepts are as central to the 

field as scholarship and degree program descriptions suggest, it is necessary to analyze 

the various ways in which AIS uses these terms to promote a more unified concept of 

extra-disciplinarities that can be taught across universities to AIS students at all levels. 

Those students especially who are unlikely to continue with an AIS education – 

introductory General Education students – should leave their sole class in the field with 
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an understanding of the practices and work of AIS as a field. It is unclear, however, if 

extra-disciplinary or interdisciplinary understanding is taught as a consistent student 

outcome in introductory courses or what factors may be at play in making the learning of 

these concepts inconsistent throughout the field. This dissertation research hopes to 

uncover the ways in which interdisciplinarity is in/directly taught to undergraduate 

General Education students and shed light on those factors that might be curtailing 

learning outcomes regarding interdisciplinarity. 

 
This chapter provides a chronological overview of AIS scholarship that indicates 

a writer’s philosophy regarding the value of interdisciplinarity to the field. These 

philosophies are then analyzed and broken into three distinct camps of thought: those 

who are pro- and anti-interdisciplinarity in AIS as well as those who are willing to accept 

it for the time being. Another more recent group, however, appears willing to simply 

define the field as being interdisciplinary without adding to debate. Then, this chapter 

provides rhetorical analysis of PAC-12 and PAC-12 affiliate colleges’ use of 

“interdisciplinary” and allusions to interdisciplinarity in program and course descriptions. 

 
As a new graduate student in AIS at the University of Arizona, it became 

immediately clear to me that field-specific language and praxis was rare. Very few 

theories, terms, and research methods can transcend across the many fields that have the 

possibility of falling under the preview of AIS: law, education, literature and media, 

cultural study, history, gender politics, economics, etc. In a way, it seems unfair to 

demand that terms or methods be asked to be applicable in so many different ways in 

order to be deemed useful to the field. To my understanding, the reliance on theories and 

methods from mainstream disciplines seemed natural; those studying history from an AIS 
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perspective are likely better served by learning the ways of their fellow historians 

(whether to support or critique those non-AIS studies) rather than submitting to ideas that 

must also be relevant to literary critics and economists and lawyers and linguists... The 

work of AIS – to serve Indian Country – must be multifaceted, and to be multifaceted 

may very well require incorporating different disciplines’ ways of thinking and 

performing instrumentally but with the critical interdisciplinarity of demanding a Native 

perspective. Aside from an instrumental interdisciplinarity, a critical interdisciplinarity 

serves AIS’ activist mission by internally adapting the methods of other disciplines. This 

should, of course, not be done to the detriment of using extant theories and practices like 

those in Indigenous sciences or creating new theories that are specific to AIS. In utilizing 

its own thoughts and practices and critically engaging with Western disciplines that 

preceded AIS in entry into the academy, AIS cements itself in academic conversation as a 

distinct field. 

 
However, as a graduate teaching assistant, I saw very little critical or instrumental 

interdisciplinarity discussed outright in undergraduate classrooms. As graduate students, 

many of my colleagues were coming to AIS from other fields; I myself have a 

background in literature. We understood quickly that we didn’t necessarily speak the 

same academic language, that our overlap of knowledge was relatively thin, a fact that 

might indeed serve Indian Country. The more specialized skills we have as a field, the 

more readily we are able to address the diverse needs of Native Nations and Indigenous 

peoples. Undergraduates, on the other hand, were presented with a variety of methods 

and theories without what I considered to be enough coaching on where these methods 

and theories originated or what their original purposes were to other fields. Having little 
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to no foothold in academia, students taking introductory General Education AIS courses 

(as I saw them taught) were presented with a compilation of some of the various work 

that can be done in AIS without sufficient understanding of critical or instrumental 

interdisciplinarity. 

 
As a newer discipline in the academy, AIS has received much attention from 

scholars hoping to settle on distinct paradigms and methods. Their texts track AIS from 

an emergent field to its innumerable places and functions today. No one text or 

philosophy can be considered the agreed upon notion for all in AIS. As such, the specific 

concept of interdisciplinarity – the most frequently used extra-disciplinary term – has its 

own multitude of voices championing different viewpoints. These texts also reveal other 

conversations considering the value of interdisciplinarity to AIS, how AIS would define 

this term for itself, and if reliance on interdisciplinarity would yield positive or negative 

results for the field. Likewise, a variety of thought regarding extra-disciplinarity can be 

found in higher education institutions. Academically, AIS appears to support 

interdisciplinarity ideologically in program and course descriptions. As of the writing of 

this dissertation, no exclusive research has been done on interdisciplinarity or the 

teaching of interdisciplinarity in AIS. With these points in mind, it is no surprise that the 

teaching and learning of interdisciplinarity as a central concept to AIS is problematic 

despite a clear investment in these concepts in scholarship and academic program and 

course descriptions. 
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Extra-Disciplinarity in AIS: State-of-the-Field and Original Research Texts in AIS 
History 

 
Clara Sue Kidwell’s 1978 paper “Native American Studies: Academic Concerns 

and Community Service” explores the social justice origins of AIS and outlines whether 

or not established university protocol is the appropriate place for (or can even allow for) 

an AIS mission of serving Indian Country. She asks if AIS is too critical and focused on 

advocacy to participate in typical Western scholarship. Part of her inquiry asks if AIS is 

more a compendium of other disciplines’ thoughts on Indigenous subject matter or if it is 

developing its own methodologies and frameworks (Kidwell “Native American 

Studies…” 6). Her concerns over the nature of the work being done in AIS has persisted 

throughout much of the scholarship that follows her. 

 
“American Indian Studies is for Everyone,” Duane Champagne’s 1996 

introductory text for the field, outlines the reasoning behind creating this new discipline, 

who should study from it, and what benefits it might yield. Although he often presents 

AIS from the specific vantage of a faculty member in AIS at the University of California, 

Los Angeles, he mentions AIS broadly as incorporating aspects from the many fields that 

find a place in AIS’ work (77), a hint toward the interdisciplinary nature of the field. This 

interdisciplinarity as well as his focus on the inclusive nature of AIS supports his belief 

that as “human groups,” Indigenous communities “can be compared with other groups in 

technology, cultural world views, history, and adaptation to global markets and 

expanding state systems” (77). His support for comparative studies implies that one 

should already speak the language of technology, epistemology, history, economics, or 

government in order to adequately perform such a comparison. While his article does not 
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directly mention interdisciplinarity by name, Champagne implicitly presents it as 

valuable to AIS if not central or crucial. 

 
In “Who Stole Native American Studies?,” Elizabeth Cook-Lynn presents her 

ideas as part critique and part disciplinary manifesto. In this article, she reflects on AIS 

academics’ early attempts “to define disciplinary terms and concepts … [because] an 

academic discipline requires that a body of intellectual information … be internally 

organized, normatively regulated, and consensually communicated” (10). She claims that 

interdisciplinarity should not be a feature of AIS (10) and argues that AIS’ curricula 

based on outside theories and practices “without regard to the need for the devising of 

new epistemologies” has had a negative impact on AIS (14). Such effects, she posits, are 

the result of those AIS scholars “content to … reiterate failed theories in the social 

sciences as the core of Native intellectualism” (16). Cook-Lynn presents other fields’ 

thoughts as having a colonial effect on AIS, advising that the master’s tools will never 

dismantle the master’s house. Although she does mention specific theorists who operate 

from within an AIS-specific paradigm, namely Vine Deloria, Jr., she does not fully 

articulate what AIS theories and praxes should look like, only what they should do for 

Indian Country, and Native students and scholars. Rather, her article focuses on the 

problem of overcoming obstacles to building a new discipline (21), interdisciplinarity 

being presented as one such problem. 

 
Another 1997 article, Mary Katharine Duffie and Ben Chavis Muhammad’s 

“American Indian Studies and Its Evolution in Academia,” presents AIS’ original 

housing in many universities under a broad “Ethnic Studies” department heading as 

detrimental to disciplinary building of concepts and relevant curricula. After mentioning 
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attempts made to correct issues in the scholarly practice and teaching of AIS, the authors 

state that AIS has now matured, offering its own set of theory and methods. While the 

article does not indicate what original methods, theories, and concepts have been 

introduced as uniquely AIS, the authors do detail the interdisciplinary crosshairs that they 

believe comprise AIS: 

 
[T]he intellectual setting of Indian Studies draws from an array of 

academic specialties including anthropology, economics, history, and 

literature. It is the interdisciplinary nature of American Indian Studies 

programs that makes them distinctive from similar ones taught in the more 

narrowly-focused, traditional disciplines such as sociology, history, and 

anthropology. The challenge for Indian Studies is to draw eclectically 

from other fields, using what has been productive from each discipline and 

broadening and correcting what has not been investigated. 

 
It would seem that to Duffie and Chavis Muhammad, AIS is interdisciplinary at its core 

and its original contributions to the academic landscape include “[drawing] eclectically” 

from previously established disciplines, using the productive and altering the previously 

unproductive. Unlike Cook-Lynn, Duffie and Chavis Muhammad support 

interdisciplinary research as vital to AIS and its mission. 

 
Another 1997 text, American Indian Studies: An Interdisciplinary Approach to 

Contemporary Issues edited by Dane Morrison agrees that Duffie and Chavis 

Muhammad have correctly labeled AIS as interdisciplinary, whether or not this is a 

negative as Cook-Lynn believes. The book’s essays are siloed into sections according to 
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their mainstream disciplines: “History, Language, Identity”; “Educational Strategies”; 

“Economic Survival”; etc. Within this collection, Jon Reyhner’s “The Case for Native 

American Studies” focuses on systematic failure of educational systems to meet the needs 

of American Indian students and their communities. He presents one necessary solution 

to this wide-reaching set of problems as AIS’ research necessarily requires many 

different approaches (106). He does not label it as such, but Reyhner is calling for 

interdisciplinary work that looks at a single issue from multiple perspectives. He suggests 

that this can all be done from within AIS but does not mention if outside methods would 

or should be employed. Speaking more directly to the point of interdisciplinarity in AIS, 

William Asikinack’s chapter entitled “Why Native American Studies?: A Canadian First 

Nations Perspective” presents AIS as a breaker of academic molds over several decades. 

He states that while disciplines are typically self-contained (111), AIS attracts/attracted 

scholars from a number of disciplines which reflects the “interdisciplinary bent of [AIS] 

programs” (113). Since its origins, however, Native American scholars have become 

increasingly able to present their research subjects using lenses that originate from AIS as 

a discipline (115). Asikinack does not reflect negatively on interdisciplinarity as (at least 

an originating) concept in AIS, but he does mention a cultural and academic landscape 

more invested in valuing Native epistemology than in prior decades. However, such a 

valuation – despite being a necessary mindset from which all work in AIS must be done – 

is not a disciplinary practice in the same way that interdisciplinarity could be said to be. 

Asikinack’s chapter compares and conflates AIS’ philosophy with its supposed 

interdisciplinary doing. 
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A 2002 collection edited by Duane Champagne and Jay Stauss, Native American 

Studies in Higher Education: Models for Collaboration between Universities and 

Indigenous Nations captures the histories of twelve different AIS programs. Each had and 

has their own individual struggles to cement a place for Indigenous knowledge in their 

respective universities. In the introduction, the editors count activist origins and an 

“inter/multidisciplinary and holistic approach” as the factors that unite AIS across 

academe (3). They suggest that this is a necessity and reflects the distinct nature of Indian 

Nations (10). They contend that while AIS programs are situated in universities and must 

adhere to institutional organizational patterns and bureaucracies, it should not attempt to 

mimic other academic disciplines as it is differentiated by a set of entirely unique 

purposes including transdisciplinary work in Indian communities (8). While they claim 

“an ideal model [of institutional housing] includes a strong measure of independence and 

permanence,” “there are a few model elements that are absolutely crucial to the 

development and growth” of AIS programs and departments: among them, a group of 

faculty and students committed to Indian Country (13). 

 
Jean M. O’Brien’s 2003 “Why Here?: Scholarly Locations for American Indian 

Studies” investigates the “problematic relationship between American Indian studies and 

American studies from the perspective of graduate training and disciplinary boundaries” 

(689). First, she presents the historical issue of few AIS Ph.D. granting programs yielding 

few potential faculty members to a burgeoning field resulting in reliance on extant fields’ 

(specifically American Studies) scholars and “scholarly homes” (689-690). She claims 

that the best scholarship to emerge from AIS has been “multidisciplinary” which is in line 

with the goals of American Studies as a field that embraces interdisciplinarity (690). 
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Further, she claims that students in AIS, similar to those in American Studies, “draw 

somewhat seamlessly from the literature and methodologies of history, literature, 

anthropology, sociology, political science, law, and more” (691). O’Brien additionally 

presents conferences of the American Studies Association (ASA) featuring panels on 

Indigenous topics as more likely to be “intellectually gratifying” than entire conferences 

focusing on AIS-related topics (693). O’Brien’s answer to “why here?” uses her 

assumption that AIS – like American Studies – relies on interdisciplinarity in an attempt 

to couch AIS under the umbrella of American Studies. Mary Helen Washington’s 

seeming reply, “Commentary,” an introductory speech delivered before a panel on AIS’ 

place in the ASA, mentions her skepticism and fear that AIS will choose the wrong 

disciplinary associates and become subordinate to another field (699). She states that 

each essay on the panel reflected the same criticism, positioning AIS as equal rather than 

subordinate to American Studies: “It’s not so much that Native American studies needs 

ASA but that ASA needs Native studies” (699). Washington does not mention AIS’ 

unique or interdisciplinarily derived theories or methods, but she outright states that AIS 

is not part of something else, it is unique in the academy regardless of the multiple wells 

from which it may draw. 

 
Howard Meredith’s entry on “American Indian Studies” in 2004’s encyclopedic 

American Indian Culture, begins with AIS programs being established. He states that a 

large hurdle from the onset has been “dependence upon European American (notably 

Anglo-American) source material” despite which AIS programs have adopted 

interdisciplinary curricula (19). Perhaps as consequences, AIS programs vary 

considerably in method, subject matter, and scope (19) and “[t]he establishment of an 
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agenda for American Indian studies, of a set of methods or purposes indigenous to the 

Americas, or of a special task for its practitioners, hardly seems plausible” (22). While 

these consequences may seem dire or problematic, Meredith does not present them as so. 

Instead, he proposes that the goals and needs of AIS are different from those found in 

other fields but have not yet been stated outright (22). The author implies that AIS is 

necessarily interdisciplinary in order to do seemingly limitless types of work weighs 

heavily in his writing. 

Jace Weaver’s 2007 “More Light Than Heat: The Current State of Native 

American Studies” also finds merit in interdisciplinarity within AIS. He mentions that his 

own work in literature is informed by thoughts that emerge from other disciplines. 

Weaver believes that that marks AIS as unique is its interdisciplinarity (235). He feels the 

scholarly work of AIS: 

may cut across not only law, but history, literary criticism, religion, philosophy, 

sociology, and anthropology – and subdisciplines within them. Although as 

scholars we cannot hope to master all of these fields – let alone be trained in them 

– we need at least some familiarity with their sources and methods if we are to do 

our work well.” (Weaver quoting Weaver 235) 

If this is Weaver’s view of the demands on AIS scholars, he states that the field itself 

should draw from an interdisciplinary tool box in order to approach the diversity and 

variety of Native cultures and experiences (235). For the purposes of AIS as Weaver sees 

them, students must be given “as broad an interdisciplinary grounding as possible” (235- 

6). To him, interdisciplinarity is a core component of AIS scholarship and teaching. 

However, too much narrowing of AIS’ theoretical and methodological tools is 
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undesirable to Weaver; although he contends that the “field is a mess,” (238) he claims 

that AIS is broad enough to accommodate work stemming from a variety of disciplinary 

backgrounds. 

 
Duane Champagne’s 2007 “In Search of Theory and Method in American Indian 

Studies” demands that AIS “should have a theoretical and methodological focus 

sufficient to organize an academic discipline” (353). Unlike his earlier article, “American 

Indian Studies is for Everyone,” this work on development of theory and method 

mentions that multidisciplinary is frequently a feature of AIS departments (354). 

Without going into detail, he also claims that “multidisciplinary approaches to teaching 

and researching American Indians has improved in recent decades” (354). This vague 

statement suggests that there is value in the teaching of as well as in the scholarship that 

utilizes a variety of disciplines within AIS. Champagne mentions that although other 

fields work with American Indian subjects they do so while centralizing their own 

theories, methods, and insights (354). While AIS should be the field that unites these 

frameworks under the purview of serving Indian Country, “[t]he heavy reliance on 

multidisciplinary approaches to American Indian studies … tends to inhibit development 

and support for an American Indian studies disciplinary approach or approaches” (356). 

Champagne gives partial blame to faculty coming to AIS from other disciplines and 

university reluctance to acknowledge epistemologies that might threaten the hegemony of 

mainstream fields with deep histories in the academy. Although he seems pleased with 

the improvement of “multidisciplinary” work within AIS, he calls for original and unique 

practices that will unite the field as they serve Indigenous communities and question the 

“intellectual traditions” (365) of the mainstream. 
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In “Is American Indian Studies for Real?,” Champagne continues to critique the 

“multidisciplinary” nature of AIS, even titling a section “Multidisciplinary Indigenous 

Studies.” He maintains his view that (1) problems arise when AIS relies heavily on 

theories and practices that arise from disciplines that project non-Indigenous points of 

view and (2) the university system is “mismatched” with the needs of AIS (77-8). He 

proposes that multidisciplinary AIS departments and programs predominate as they are a 

“cost-effective way to include Indigenous peoples in the curriculum and satisfy the need 

for courses that address a diversity of cultures and minority groups” (78). Such 

multidisciplinary programs serve the needs of the university much more than they serve 

agendas that arise from AIS or Indigenous communities. AIS programs that are formed in 

a multidisciplinary fashion are often intellectually incoherent and directionless (82). 

Perhaps the biggest failure of “the multidisciplinary approach” is that an incoherent 

curriculum and research agenda produces students ill equipped to perform research in 

tribal communities (85). Despite Champagne’s claim that AIS is not derivative of other 

fields (87) and enumeration of the faults in its multidisciplinary approaches, he offers no 

unique approach, theory, or methods, only favorable ideologies and outcomes. 

 
In 2008, the American Indian Studies Association’s (AISA) first president, James 

Riding In, gave a presidential address entitled “American Indian Studies: Our 

Challenges.” He recalls his own educational impasses as a student to find courses that 

presented the “complexities and sophistication of Indian life ways” saying that American 

Indian Studies departments and programs can suffer from their interdisciplinarity (68). 

Intellectual imperialism has kept most AIS programs from “[moving] beyond a weak 

interdisciplinary approach” (71). As interdisciplinary models rely on a faculty from 
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mainstream disciplines “that consider Indians to be marginal peoples,” Riding In says it is 

imperative “to hire and promote professors who understand the AIS paradigm” (71). 

Riding In does not outright say what this singular paradigm is, but his sentiment calls 

attention to the value of teaching in AIS. He posits that interdisciplinary models of AIS 

rely too heavily on sentiments that overlook or demean Indigenous populations to create 

meaningful scholarship. He goes so far as to caution scholars away from 

interdisciplinarity (73). Unlike Champagne, Riding In is not happy with the progress that 

has been made and demands a unique rather than a piecemeal interdisciplinary approach 

to AIS. 

 
Also published in 2008, Michael Yellow Bird’s foregrounding of climate change 

as a pressing issue of study for AIS in “The Future of American Indian Studies in the 

Time of Global Warming” calls for interdisciplinarity as a means of tackling this all- 

consuming environmental issue. He argues that the social sciences have largely 

overwhelmed AIS’ work. To bring more balance to the field, he suggests teaching AIS 

students more empirical and statistical reasoning as part of degree programs (96). 

However, he cautions that these courses not be outsourced to other departments: “Our 

students need academic role models in these areas and we must provide them” (96). This 

caution would seem also to stem from knowledge that being an academic role model in 

AIS means utilizing a unique and specific pedagogy if not methodology that cannot be 

found outside of the field. 

 
Another 2008 piece, Natchee Blu Barnd’s “A New Era for Teaching American 

Indian Studies” also focuses on teaching. Barnd’s scholarly and pedagogical approach are 

defined by what she refers to as fluidity. Fluidity, according to the author, is a necessary 
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skill for students and an especially desirable learning outcome for students in AIS: 

“Students must be ready to embrace the complex and often contradictory nature of 

knowledge – its fluidity – and still be able to find political and moral anchors” (186). Her 

chapter begins with a quote indicating George W. Bush’s inability to define sovereignty, 

the concept about which AIS is most concerned (190). While AIS educators should 

correct the lack of mainstream familiarity with issues basic to AIS and Indian Country 

(188), they should also make students aware of or possibly more comfortable with 

fluidity, the “transitions between, around, and within those spaces that are supposed to be 

fixed and stable” (193). Barnd’s recommendations for teaching emphases indicate an 

interdisciplinarity critical of epistemological boundaries although she uses another term. 

 
Jace Weaver maintains his positive view of interdisciplinarity in his “Guest 

Editor’s Introduction” to a 2011 issue of American Indian Quarterly (AIQ). As in “More 

Light Than Heat,” he states that it is unreasonable to expect an AIS scholar to stay up-to- 

date on all of the cognate disciplines that inform AIS in theory and practice. To those 

who argue that AIS is not a discipline as it lacks an overarching methodology, Weaver 

chides that AIS is uniquely unified as a discipline by “a commitment and an approach. 

[AIS] is … committed to Native American people, and it seeks to understand their 

histories, cultures, and lived experiences from an internal perspective rather than from the 

outside” (vii). He goes on to liken AIS to Religious Studies and – therefore – to his own 

“multidisciplinary” schooling that requires students to develop proficiency across several 

disciplines (viii). The rest of this issue of AIQ showcases scholars’ reflections on “‘the 

state of the field’ through their own disciplinary lenses” in a way that illuminates the 

interdisciplinary nature of AIS (viii-ix) according to Weaver but which, in reality, is more 
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multidisciplinary in its approach. His introduction positions Weaver as a consistent 

advocate of extra-disciplinarity as a core component of AIS although he confuses extra- 

disciplinary terminology. 

 
In “Actually Existing Indian Nations: Modernity, Diversity, and the Future of 

Native American Studies,” (one article from Weaver’s 2011 “state of the field” issue of 

AIQ) Scott Richard Lyons reflects on literature’s emergence as “the dominant paradigm 

for studying Native cultural forms” (294) and introducing new theories from an AIS 

perspective. He mentions Arnold Krupat’s nationalism, indigenism, and 

cosmopolitanism, and Shari Huhndorf’s tribal transnationalism by name. (Clara Sue 

Kidwell confirms literature as the subfield that has seen the most progress in creating new 

AIS-specific thought mentioning Gerald Vizenor’s survivance, Weaver’s 

communitarism, and Craig Womack’s hybridity [“American Indian Studies as an 

Academic Discipline” 30].) However, Lyons claims that study of Indigenous subjects 

means acceptance of viewing those subjects through multiple potential theories and 

contexts (296). His article never mentions interdisciplinarity (or multi- or 

transdisciplinarity) by name, only reflecting on the variety of disciplines that have put 

Native peoples in opposition to the concept of modernity, suggesting this dichotomy – 

reinforced across disciplines – must be countered as AIS evolves. 

 
Robert Warrior’s “2010 NAISA Presidential Address: Practicing Native 

American and Indigenous Studies” reflects on “the prospects that we face collectively in 

doing the many versions of Indigenous studies that bring us together” (7). This statement 

acknowledges that there are many disciplinary influences at play in AIS; Warrior’s 

address is most focused on art activism. He warns against Champagne’s mistrust of 
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“institutional multidisciplinarity” (17) as increasing discursive boundaries around AIS as 

a discipline. For that reason, AIS should not be considered parallel to or a part of other 

disciplines like American Studies; AIS is entirely unique in its mission and practices. In 

both being a part of standard university practices and refusing to conform to them, 

Warrior suggests via metaphor, AIS will continue to center itself in theories and praxes it 

established for itself (20), remaining both unique and multifaceted. 

 
Richard Meyers’ 2016 “Who Stole Native American Studies II: The Need for an 

AIS Redux in an Age of Redskin Debate and Debacle” revisits Cook-Lynn’s similarly 

titled article from 19 years prior, tracking her arguments and analyzing any changes to 

the field in the subsequent years. Meyers’ critique uses South Dakota State University’s 

(SDSU) AIS program (his and Cook-Lynn’s alma mater) as a case study. He calls this 

program interdisciplinary (135) and quotes Cook-Lynn’s demands for a disciplinary 

approach that centers “issues facing Indian Country … at the forefront of the curriculum 

and research” (136). Meyers contends that AIS’ desire to define its boundaries while 

distancing itself from other fields “makes for a daunting, if not impossible, task” (136). 

Meyers calls into question the impasse between university structures and the goals of 

AIS, the values gained from and deficits attributed to interdisciplinarity, and several 

contemporary issues that have confronted AIS since Cook-Lynn’s writing. Applauding 

SDSU’s AIS program as one that educates students through a scaffolding model to 

increase understanding of primary issues in AIS like sovereignty, Meyer’s doesn’t appear 

to have a conclusive statement on interdisciplinarity or movement toward a unique AIS 

disciplinary toolkit. 
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2016’s “The New Native Intellectualism: #ElizabethCook-Lynn, Social Media 

Movements, and the Millennial Native American Studies Scholar” by Cutcha Risling 

Baldy explores young AIS scholar-activists’ use of social media and digital platforms to 

confront stereotypical images and misrepresentations of Indians. She states that these 

scholar-activists are “part of a growing number of new Native intellectuals engaged in a 

public academic discourse that extends beyond the walls of the ivory tower to engage in 

research and praxis that build critical public engagement with issues of self-determination 

and self-representation” (93). Without labeling this work as transdisciplinary, Baldy notes 

that it answers Cook-Lynn’s calls to “[build] a Native American praxis that protects and 

promotes self-determination and sovereignty” (Baldy 94) and develop Native American 

Studies as a unique academic discipline (Baldy quoting Cook-Lynn 101). Native 

intellectuals’ social media engagements with the public contribute to expansion of AIS’ 

values and methodology through transdisciplinary interactions. 

 
Lloyd L. Lee’s presidential address to the 2016 American Indian Studies 

Association (AISA) conference, also touts the improvements upon distinct AIS theories 

and research frameworks. He mentions Linda Smith, Taiaiake Alfred, Waziyatawin, 

Michael Yellow Bird, and Audra Simpson as some of the scholars doing the work of 

“[developing] and [maturing] the disciplines’ theories and methods” (9), the first item on 

his presidential agenda. He mentions Simpson’s belief in the importance of engaging in 

conversation with other fields that may have intellectual and political goals that align 

with AIS’ while continuing to develop unique analytic and methodological frameworks 

(9). Lee appears to be positioning AIS in a period of maturity as we walk away from the 



67 
 

  

old reliance on other disciplinary theories and methods toward developing new, AIS- 

specific theories and methods. 

 
Tiffany S. Lee’s 2017 article “Native American Studies: A Place of Community” 

offers a “pedagogy of community” as a practice unique to AIS that reflects AIS’ 

responsibility to give back to Indigenous communities (19). Unlike purely Western 

epistemologies, she argues, AIS acknowledges Indigenous knowledge systems as theory 

but also maintains “engagement with multiple, interrelated theoretical frameworks [which 

can] strengthen intellectual and political solidarities across disciplines and prevent 

isolationism” (20). She does not use extra-disciplinary terms but nonetheless seems to 

favor interdisciplinary practices through the academy. Simultaneously, she postulates that 

teaching practices in AIS programs and classrooms should reflect the Indigenous value of 

“community [as] the place where Indigenous peoples come to learn about the nature of 

their belonging and their relationships to one another and to all of life” (22). This 

practice, she claims, is uniquely AIS as elite, Western settings like academe historically 

have not valued Indigenous knowledge, perspectives, and lived experiences (19) in the 

way a community-based pedagogy demands. 

 
Elise Boxer’s 2017 American Indian Studies Association Conference Presidential 

Address “Advocacy and Indigenous Resistance: The Ongoing Assault against Indigenous 

Sovereignty, Community, and Land” reflects on the impossibility of her efforts to create 

an interdisciplinary AIS program with only two faculty members housed in other 

departments (99). She answers Cook-Lynn’s demands for AIS-specific methodology by 

stating that her institution, the University of South Dakota’s program is now modeled 

after Arizona State University’s 
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“AIS paradigm,” which is “grounded in the experiences of American 

Indian nations, peoples, communities, and organizations from American 

Indian perspectives…” [Faculty teaching cross-listed classes housed in 

other departments] must be able to demonstrate that their classes can exist 

as a Native American studies only class, despite their home 

program/department. (Boxer quoting ASU 99) 

 
Aside from agreeing with a centering of Indigenousness in a core curriculum, Boxer also 

argues against “the common misconception that activism or advocacy on behalf of one’s 

community or Indigenous peoples can take only one form” (100). “[A]s a scholar 

teaching in Native American studies…, [Boxer] can be an advocate on behalf of 

Indigenous peoples and communities in [her] classroom and scholarship” (101), 

employing multiple methods – both scholarly and activist – to support Indian Country. 

Boxer, too, does not mention extra-disciplinary thinking outright. Rather, she hints at its 

involvement in AIS through the production of AIS-conscientious cross-listing of courses. 

Furthermore, she directly indicates the possible multiple roles of the AIS scholar-activist: 

as educator, scholar, and person who takes transdisciplinary actions outside of the 

academy. 

 
Michelle Raheja’s “Imagining Indigenous Digital Futures” serves as an afterword 

to a 2017 special edition of Studies in American Indian Literatures focused on 

reimagining the use of digital technologies in ways that are productive to AIS’ activist 

mission. She states that the efforts put forth by this special edition are cutting edge; 

although many of the scholars represented within teach and otherwise employ digital 

media content, “[they] lack the language for critically engaging this new field on its own 
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terms as it intersects, extends, and radically reconceptualizes more familiar research areas 

such as cinema studies, Indigenous/Native American studies, communication, literature, 

art, and history” (173). Here Raheja positions Indigenous Studies alongside other 

interdisciplines that inform and challenge each other as they interact in complex ways, 

with or without reliance on cross-disciplinary terminology. 

 
Another 2017 publication, Mary Jo Tippeconnic Fox and John W. Tippeconnic 

III’s “American Indian/Native American Studies and the American Indian Education 

Experience” studies the extent to which education as a discipline incorporated into AIS 

enters into curriculum as either the focus of courses or as in focused areas of study within 

AIS degree programs. The possibility of a study that compares the extent to which AIS’ 

cognate disciplines are represented across program and department curricula indicates 

that AIS contains multiple disciplinary lenses, lenses which inform each other: 

“American Indian education is intertwined with the study of law and policy, nation 

building, literature, language, societies and cultures, resources, self-determination, and 

sovereignty in Indian Country” (43). The authors corroborate this implicit 

interdisciplinarity not by engaging in a debate over the extra-disciplinary nature of AIS 

but by saying outright that AIS “is generally interdisciplinary in nature regardless of 

where it is housed and structured” (33). 

 
2017’s “Materials and Methods in Native American and Indigenous Studies: 

Completing the Turn” provides an “outsider” view of AIS’ critical interdisciplinarity. The 

three authors, historians and literary critics, challenge their home disciplines to engage 

more critically with the materials and methods used in studies concerning Indigenous 

populations and/or cultures. They claim forthrightly that AIS is “an established and 
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evolving interdisciplinary field” with which their mainstream disciplines can “transform 

[via] intra- and interdisciplinary conversations with new methods and new orientations to 

[their present] disciplinary expertise” (Mt. Pleasant, et. al. 409). A sign of the impact of 

AIS’ critical interdisciplinarity, these non-AIS scholars ask that their colleagues 

reconsider how their subjects are approached and consider the political consequences of 

their research (407). Among their suggestions, they request that literature and history 

open up to be more inclusive of Indigenous voices (410), reevaluate the standard Western 

archive for cultural biases (409), “foreground Indigenous perspectives and contexts” 

(412), and reevaluate disciplinary epistemologies for cultural bias (416 and 417). They 

conclude by stating that AIS is a growing field that offers “opportunities for 

interdisciplinary engagements grounded in [AIS’ unique theories and methods]” (427). 

This article participates in a scholar-activist stance by simultaneously seeing AIS as a 

field with unique, established theories and methods that can be adopted by non-AIS 

scholars and acknowledging the field’s critical interdisciplinarity as having positively 

challenged and reshaped standard practices in mainstream Western disciplines. In doing 

so, these literary and historical scholars confirm that AIS has an uncontested position 

within the academy and a right to critically engage with and demand better of other 

fields. 

 
Like Tiffany S. Lee, Edyta Wood unearths Indigenous pedagogies specific to the 

teaching of AIS contexts in 2018’s “Let Them be Heard: Bringing Native American 

Experience Closer in Teaching.” In the article, the author delineates many frameworks 

for teaching Native experiences. She ultimately endorses Bryan McKinley Jones 

Brayboy’s Tribal Critical Race Theory as it emphasizes Indigenous practices like 
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“placing storytelling and lived experience at the center of the examination” (404) and 

cultivating in students “the act of active listening” for information and emotion (405). 

Wood further indicates that technology allows for story to be told in first-person accounts 

from tribally appropriate sources regardless of the instructor’s identity or the class’ 

location. In sum, she explains Indigenous teaching methodologies and suggests a variety 

of techniques that have been adopted to ensure they can be put into place, AIS-specific 

techniques that advance AIS-specific pedagogies. 

 
Finally, 2019’s “Research Practices of Indigenous Studies Scholars at the 

University of Arizona: An Ithaka S+R Report” delineates the findings of a study 

conducted regarding the research practices of Indigenous Studies scholars at the 

University of Arizona. They refer point blank to AIS as interdisciplinary and claim that 

they thus approached scholars housed in diverse fields from across the University (2). 

Within the report, interviewees indicated concerns unique to their subject matter and 

discussed methods of communicating and cultivating relationships with Native Nations 

(6), engaging in transdisciplinary collaboration with Indigenous peoples (6), dealing with 

culturally owned knowledges that should be redacted from scholarly findings (7), and 

providing control to tribal entities over final draft of publishable papers (10). In engaging 

with non-academic experts and sensitive, collectively owned cultural knowledges, 

responsible AIS transdisciplinary work demands practices that honor relationships 

outside the academy and understand the propriety of keeping sensitive information 

unpublished and undisclosed. These practices ensure continued, healthy, responsible 

collaborations between the researcher/s and Native Nation. The findings of this study 

indicate the distinctive methods of AIS not found elsewhere in the academy. 



72 
 

  

Creating a complete overview of the many different views and valuations of 

interdisciplinarity in AIS would be a huge undertaking, worthy of its own book. My 

briefer overview provides a glance at some of the more pressing questions that arise when 

reading these texts: What do extra-disciplinary terms mean in AIS scholarship? Is 

interdisciplinarity central to AIS? Does a reliance on interdisciplinarity within AIS 

necessarily yield positive results for the field? What this body of literature does point out 

is that interdisciplinarity in AIS is political, contested, and has perceived consequences 

for the field. Furthermore, there are three camps of thought concerning extra- 

disciplinarity as a positive feature of AIS: pro, anti, and uneager acceptance as the field 

develops its own research methodologies, theories, and standard vocabulary. Those who 

are pro-interdisciplinarity offer it as a beneficial component to AIS that does not infringe 

on the creation of new theories or methods; those against it would claim that it forces AIS 

to rely too heavily on established disciplines that have historically marginalized and 

maligned Native voices and keeps AIS-specific theories and methods from developing; 

and those who uneagerly accept interdisciplinarity feel that it may suffice until AIS 

creates its own body of theories and methods and can put aside any knowledge from 

other fields. Other writers, however, do not engage in a discourse on the positive or 

negative aspects of extra-disciplinarity, but instead claim that AIS matter-of-factly and 

without debate is extra-disciplinary. This diversity of thought demands further analysis to 

explore the potential benefits of interdisciplinarity and the (pre)cautions offered by AIS 

scholars. 
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Analysis of Scholarly Uses of Extra-Disciplinary Terminology and Valuation of Extra- 
Disciplinary Practices Found in AIS Scholarship 

 
Champagne’s 1996 article “American Indian Studies is for Everyone” and the title 

of 1997’s American Indian Studies: An Interdisciplinary Approach to Contemporary 

Issues indicate that the uncontested declaration that AIS simply is interdisciplinary has a 

fairly long history. However, the above literature review suggests that it took some time 

for a majority of scholars to define the field as such without commentary. It seems that 

for decades any scholarly mention of interdisciplinarity in AIS came with a defense for or 

a lamentation against the incorporation or acknowledgement of interdisciplinary features 

in the field. Only recently has statement of interdisciplinarity rather than argument over 

interdisciplinarity become the norm. Raheja (2017), Tippeconnic Fox and Tippeconnic III 

(2017), Wood (2018), and the 2019 University of Arizona library report, four of the five 

most recent publications in this study, all engage in this practice. (The fifth notably 

comes from scholarship outside of the field as it was written by history and literary 

scholars: 2017’s “Materials and Methods in Native American and Indigenous Studies: 

Completing the Turn.”) 

 
Another less polarized group of scholars presents stances of seeing extra- 

disciplinarity as a mixed bag for AIS. For instance, Lyons’ article claims that “to study 

Native Americans today means situating one’s subject in any number of possible 

theories, contexts, and discourses, from the reservation to the world. But in what 

directions should the field move now?” (emphasis added) (296-7). Lyons mentions 

several theories to emerge from AIS and suggests that modernity (as opposed to 

stereotypes of non-industrial, pastoral Indigenous communities) and diversity (as a means 

of differentiating Indigenous communities both internally and externally to the United 
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States) become the next topics to ground AIS research. His rhetorical choices do not 

indicate any unease about the current interdisciplinary approaches – although he does not 

use extra-disciplinary terms – allowed by AIS. Instead he casually notes that both new 

theories and foci are able to emerge while subjects themselves remain capable of being 

explored through any number of lenses. Meyers’ 2016 review of Cook-Lynn’s more 

polemic take on the role of interdisciplinarity in AIS tends to approach the field through a 

critique of South Dakota State University’s AIS program, “an interdisciplinary program 

in an environment characterized by a student body population that is almost 90 percent 

white” and comes from the surrounding states (135). He confronts Cook-Lynn’s demands 

for a completely distinct AIS body of theory and methodology by claiming that to at once 

demand distinction as a discipline “all the while trying to distance [the field] from other 

disciplines … makes for a daunting, if not impossible task” (136). Without taking a firm 

pro- or anti-interdisciplinary stance, Meyers positions AIS as malleable, able to meet its 

activist mission in any number of ways that include multiple methods of inquiry, being 

housed in a university structure, and speaking to various student body populations. 

 
Analysis of these texts also suggests that those with negative views of 

interdisciplinarity in AIS see interdisciplinarity not as a mode of investigation based upon 

an integrative way of thinking but as a method for structuring and staffing AIS 

programs/departments within a university. An interdisciplinary method of structuring and 

staffing might also be referred to as an “ethnic studies model” or “multicultural model” in 

which educators are housed in fields across the university and have joint appointments or 

other teaching responsibilities that would include cross-listing their courses with AIS or 

teaching AIS as a subset to broader cultural inquiries; having tenure-track AIS faculty 
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lines in an autonomous AIS department is, of course, the preferred alternative to these 

methods of cobbling together a faculty or expecting departmental focus to come broadly 

from ethnic studies. In order to differentiate interdisciplinarity as a structuring method 

employed by universities with interdisciplinarity as a distinct epistemology (instrumental) 

and/or mode of inquiry (critical), I will refer to the former by the second most frequently 

used phrase to emerge from the literature: “the ethnic studies model.” 

 
It is the ethnic studies model that Cook-Lynn lambasts, not the employment of 

critical or instrumental interdisciplinary inquiry so long as it reflects a Native perspective. 

She cautions against extra-disciplinarity practices “without regard to the need for the 

devising of new epistemologies” (emphasis added) (14). Clearly both types of work are 

being done and complement each other. Her harshest criticism is directed to “the struggle 

for autonomous departmental status” (13) and those “inefficient intellectuals … content 

to simply occupy space or reiterate failed theories in the social sciences as the core of 

Native intellectualism” (16). In her epistemological framing, there is no room for both the 

development of new theory and interdisciplinary methods. Although Champagne and 

Stuass mention interdisciplinarity neutrally and as a key feature of AIS in Native 

American Studies in Higher Education, they later refer to interdisciplinarity as a factor 

that destabilizes AIS’ place in the university structure; their discussion suggests that lack 

of faculty lines, stable budget, and autonomy are linked to program size and lack of 

control in hiring decisions (4). Some programs mentioned in their text are 

Interdisciplinary Programs (IDPs) overseen by administrative forces like a graduate 

college. IDPs, they claim, have advantages and disadvantages for AIS; disadvantages 

include lack of dedicated faculty with control over tenure and promotion and ultimately 
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result in a lack of focus on the program (4-5). However, rather than practices in hiring 

and promotion, Champagne and Stauss see that the biggest threat to AIS is being housed 

as a subdiscipline under an ethnic or minority studies umbrella (7). Lloyd L. Lee also 

takes a stance against interdisciplinarity by suggesting more development of AIS theory; 

he does not mention the ethnic studies model. Interestingly, one of his recommendations 

for the future of the field is for more pan-university collaboration between AIS and other 

global Indigenous Studies programs/departments (10). In this remark, Lee suggests that 

Indigenous knowledges can inform and be informed by each other globally but are siloed 

away from impacting other fields in a critically interdisciplinary way. He proposes an 

Indigenizing of the academy but does not offer forth a non-interdisciplinary way of doing 

so; instead he simply claims that the work is being done. Champagne’s 2007 “In Search 

of Theory and Method in American Indian Studies” also calls for more theoretical and 

methodological development within the field. He states that Native inclusion into 

mainstream fields has resulted in views of Indigeneity as being “outside the main focus of 

theoretical and empirical interest and focus” and Native content “considered [only as] 

variations on more general theories” (354). His criticism of what he calls 

“multidisciplinary approaches” questions both the possibility for epistemological 

advancement of AIS and the ethnic studies model. The ethnic studies model itself rather 

than interdisciplinary thinking fall under further scrutiny in his 2008 article “Is American 

Indian Studies for Real?”. The ethnic studies model also fuels Riding In’s negative 

memories of his experiences as a student focused on Indigenous material. In sum, those 

scholars who appear to be anti-interdisciplinary are for the most part vocalizing a mistrust 

of the ethnic studies model to treat Indigenous topics and subjects through an appropriate 
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lens. Only Champagne and Cook-Lynn seem to question interdisciplinarity as a technique 

and then only after delving into the larger issue of university frameworks and 

departmental/programmatic hiring practices. 

 
Literature from outside AIS quiets Champagne and Cook-Lynn’s misgivings over 

interdisciplinary methods in AIS. O’Brien and Washington’s discourse indicates that 

those willing to outsource AIS work to other fields and stagnate growth within AIS are 

quickly challenged. O’Brien claims matter-of-factly that AIS is “fundamentally 

interdisciplinary in nature,” that “multidisciplinary work has become the hallmark of the 

best scholarship in the field” (690). Rather than build AIS departments that provide 

degrees to the next generation of scholars and AIS-specific associations, O’Brien 

suggests American Studies as a natural home from within which AIS scholarship can 

flourish. O’Brien’s eagerness to subsume AIS would suggest that Champagne is right. 

However, at the very same conference, Washington expresses caution, suggesting that 

any AIS scholarship to emerge from within American Studies should center AIS to keep 

American Studies from placing AIS on the periphery with other fields with ethnic foci. 

She mentions hearing academics from ethnic studies fields mention “feeling like an 

outsider in ASA” (698) and suggests that subsuming these distinct fields should not be 

ASA’s agenda; rather, “ASA ought to rethink itself as an ethnic studies organization, 

with each ethnic group taking its turn at the center” (699). O’Brien shows us that 

continued critical interdisciplinarity is necessary for a true Indigenizing of the academy; 

Washington shows us that previous critical interdisciplinary work has not fallen on deaf 

ears, that fields like AIS that focus on the needs, experiences, and voices of distinct 

groups are interrogating the relationships between those groups and the academy. 
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Furthermore, the article to emerge from literary and historical scholars, “Materials and 

Methods in Native American and Indigenous Studies: Completing the Turn,” published 

fifteen years after O’Brien and Washington’s scholarly debate proves that AIS’ critical 

interdisciplinarity is effectively changing other fields’ scholarship regarding Native 

people and communities. The non-AIS scholars’ calls for reviews of practice in other 

fields shows that AIS’ critical interdisciplinarity is provoking positive change throughout 

the academy. 

 
Pro-interdisciplinary scholars, like anti-interdisciplinary voices, are also quick to 

critique the ethnic studies model. Duffie and Chavis Muhammad recall the “curriculum 

difficulties” first encountered by programs cobbled together by a faculty not fully 

educated or directly appointed in AIS. Weaver, perhaps the most outspoken pro- 

interdisciplinary voice, finds that an ability to approach AIS “through [various] 

disciplinary lenses [appeals] to [him]” (“Guest Editor’s Introduction” viii). With 

interdisciplinary thought readily available to scholars in AIS, he claims that what “mark 

us as separate … is a commitment and an approach” (“Guest Editor’s Introduction” vii). 

By “commitment,” he forefronts AIS’ mission to aid Indian Country as the central force 

driving all work AIS produces. He does not find fault in Cook-Lynn’s calls for 

originality. Rather, he sees that there is also room for interdisciplinarity; scholars should 

be aware of original thought production to emerge from AIS that carries the potential to 

“bond [them] as a group [while also seeing] themselves as engaged in something beyond 

the narrow confines of their specialty” (“More Light Than Heat…” 234). To Weaver, 

interdisciplinarity offers scholarly freedom to meet AIS’ mission in multiple ways and 

does not impede on growth that is specific to the discipline. Also critical of ethnic studies 
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models’ staffing practices, Boxer accepts room for cross-listing of classes “grounded in 

[AIS] theory and methodology” (99). Furthermore, she positions herself as a scholarly 

proponent of interdisciplinarity’s focus on integrative thinking as she states that advocacy 

takes many forms (100) and “[e]ducation, both Western and Indigenous, [can be tools] of 

resistance” (97). For Boxer, multiple modalities proposed by instrumental 

interdisciplinarity create more possibilities for tackling the issues central to AIS. 

Similarly, Meredith suggests an obvious interdisciplinarity as finding a singular unifying 

theory or methodology that can span across the many nuances that necessarily shape and 

complicate AIS “hardly seems plausible” (22). (This is not unlike Meyers’ belief.) 

Warrior likewise suggests that the very tensions to be found in AIS’ complexity “help 

shape the prospects and anxieties that we face collectively in doing the many versions of 

Indigenous studies that bring us together” (emphases added) (7). If Champagne is 

worried that AIS is seen as derivative of other schools of thought, pro-interdisciplinary 

AIS scholars quiet those fears; no one knowledgeable would currently suggest that AIS is 

derivative. The issues AIS faces are complex in ways that demand different approaches, 

including interdisciplinary ones. 

 
Scholarship from across the spectrum of acceptance of interdisciplinarity 

mentions those theories and methods that are unique to AIS and have shaped the field 

considerably while cementing its place as a distinctive field. Clearly, the first instrument 

of the three-pronged approach, creating unique theories and methods, is recognized and 

valued. Texts to come from outside of AIS show the progress of critical 

interdisciplinarity; as Duffie and Chavis Muhammad assert, one “challenge for Indian 

Studies is to draw eclectically from other fields, using what has been productive from 
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each discipline and broadening and correcting what has not been investigated.” They do 

not label this work instrumental (utilizing what is productive) or critical (broadening and 

correcting other fields’ work) interdisciplinarity, but they describe it as being exactly that. 

Yellow Bird also proposes that issues central to AIS – for him, this includes climate 

change – demand to be confronted by multiple perspectives gained from extra- 

disciplinary work. Baldy moves beyond the academy, illustrating the third type of 

approach I put forth, transdisciplinarity. Interesting, her study focuses on efforts that use 

different technologies to engage in critical discourse with the public rather than on a 

specific collaborative effort with non-academic experts. As “the representation of Native 

people in popular media continues to marginalize Natives as primitive, dying, and 

vanishing,” (92) the scholar-activists Baldy profiles reach out to mainstream audiences 

most likely to be ignorant of issues concerning Indigenous representation in ways that 

defy boundaries between academic and non-academic worlds. 

 
Finally, the teaching of AIS, too, relies on AIS-specific techniques that reflect the 

extra-disciplinarity of the field. Tiffany S. Lee offers a “pedagogy of community” unique 

to AIS, one that illustrates “the responsibility of [AIS to] give back to [Native] 

communities” (19) by “[igniting] our students’ critical Indigenous consciousness” (18) 

and “[promoting] communal goals for supporting the sustainability (and often 

revitalization) of … Indigenous heritage communities” (18). Along with practices that 

include and rely on Indigenous story and knowledge systems, a community-based 

pedagogy brings Indigenous methods into extant Western academic spaces in extra- 

disciplinary ways (20). Students begin to see college as a less individualistic and a more 

communal experience that leads one to be able to aid one’s home community rather than 



81 
 

  

to seek a career path based on personal desires (19). Barnd’s emphasis on fluidity – what 

I believe to be another term for interdisciplinarity – allows her to execute the arduous 

task of “‘representing’ and articulating the histories, concerns, and cultures of hundreds 

of distinct cultural and linguistic groupings who happen to be conveniently lumped 

together into one unwieldy racial category” (189) across an AIS curriculum. Barnd 

accepts the challenge to cultivate the skill of integrative, interdisciplinary thought in her 

students from within an AIS paradigm. If AIS scholarship makes it clear that extra- 

disciplinarity is a point of interest and therefore debate in the field, Tiffany S. Lee and 

Barnd (along with many other scholars interested in the teaching of a multifaceted AIS) 

indicate that extra-disciplinarity inform pedagogies and classroom instruction. As it is 

found in scholarship, emphasis on the teaching of extra-disciplinarity can be found in 

degree program and course descriptions. 

 
Overview of PAC-12 Course and Program Descriptions 

 
With extra-disciplinarity generally and interdisciplinarity specifically mentioned 

in much of the literature to emerge from AIS, it is no wonder that AIS programs and 

course descriptions would similarly mention these concepts. For the purposes of this 

study, I reviewed introductory General Education course descriptions and degree and 

certificate program descriptions for AIS (or program titles with Indigenous content) in 

PAC-12 and PAC-12 affiliate universities. PAC-12 affiliate universities are sponsored for 

athletic competition in at least one but not all sports governed by the PAC-12 conference 

(“Pacific12 Conference”). As one might expect, they are smaller campuses with less 

institutional focus on research. While affiliate professors were not included in the survey 

data, inclusion of PAC-12 affiliate program and course descriptions in this review allows 
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for a comparison between larger universities (PAC-12 regular members that typically 

have more robust AIS programs or course offerings) and smaller universities (PAC-12 

affiliates that frequently do not have independent programs dedicated to Indigenous 

subject matter). If extra-disciplinarities were mentioned in descriptors of courses or 

programs, it would stand to reason that understanding those features would be among the 

desired student outcomes for that course or program. 

 
Several universities offered degrees or certificates with content regarding 

Indigenous peoples but should not be considered either singularly Indigenous in focus or 

as capable of offering a strong AIS background due to the how the program is structured. 

For example, Oregon State University offers an Interdisciplinary Studies degree with a 

focus in Ethnic Studies with a further concentration in Native American Studies for 

undergraduates. University of Southern California does not offer degrees dedicated to 

Indigenous content but does offer an introductory General Education course in AIS. 

Stanford University, although providing major and minor degree courses for 

undergraduates, only offers graduate students a focus on Indigenous peoples as part of a 

Ph.D. in Comparative Studies in Race and Ethnicity. Washington State University offers 

Indigenous content as an area of concentration as a minor or certificate in the School of 

Language, Culture, and Race. Affiliate PAC-12 member California State University, 

Bakersfield’s Interdisciplinary Studies Program offers a concentration in Ethnic Studies 

that makes no specific mention of American Indians. California Polytechnic State 

University, a PAC-12 affiliate, offers a minor in Indigenous Studies in Natural Resources 

and the Environment. Another affiliate, University of Arkansas, Little Rock additionally 

includes American Indians into the curriculum only as part of an undergraduate major in 
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Interdisciplinary Studies; even so, only one course in Anthropology fully focuses content 

on Indigenous topics. Interesting to this study, many of these sub-focuses on Indigenous 

topics are part of degree programs in Interdisciplinarity Studies or other intellectually 

integrative, cross-disciplinary programs. 

Table 3 
 
 

List of Full and Affiliate PAC-12 Universities, Indigenous Content Area Degrees 

Offered, and References to Extra-Disciplinarity Used in Program and Introductory 

General Education Course Descriptions (PAC-12 Affiliates Denoted by *; Italics Indicate 

Program Focus Broader Than Indigeneity)i 

University Degrees/Certificates 
Offered 

Extra-Disciplinary 
Language in 

Program 
Descriptions 

Extra-Disciplinary 
Language in 
Introductory 

General Education 
Course 

Descriptions 
University of 
Arizona 

Ph.D.; M.A.; 
J.D./M.A.; B.A.; 
undergraduate minor; 
three graduate 
certificates in Higher 
Education, Nation 
Building, and 
Renewable Natural 
Resources 

“interdisciplinary”; 
“multi-disciplinary 
base”; “holistic” 

None 

Arizona State 
University 

M.S. in Indigenous 
Rights and Social 
Justice; M.S. in 
Tribal Leadership 
and Governance; 
B.S.; undergraduate 
minor: certificate in 
American Indian 
Nation Governance 

Lists cognate fields; 
“transcend 
disciplinary 
boundaries”; 
“transdisciplinary” 

None 

University of 
California, 
Berkeley 

B.A. Lists cognate fields None 
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University of 
California, Los 
Angeles 

M.A.; undergraduate 
major and minor 

Lists cognate fields; 
“interdisciplinary” 

Lists cognate fields 

University of 
Colorado, 
Boulder 

Graduate and 
undergraduate 
certificates 

“cross-disciplinary” N/A 

University of 
Oregon 

Undergraduate minor Lists cognate fields; 
“interdisciplinary” 

Lists cognate fields; 
“interdisciplinary” 

Oregon State 
University 

Area of focus for 
M.A. and 
undergraduate 
Interdisciplinary 
Studies degrees 

“interdisciplinary” None 

University of 
Southern 
California 

N/A N/A None 

Stanford 
University 

Undergraduate major 
and minor; area of 
focus for Ph.D. 
minor in 
Comparative Studies 
in Race and Ethnicity 

Lists cognate fields; 
“broad range of 
approaches”; “broad 
interdisciplinary 
knowledge” 

N/A 

University of 
Utah 

Undergraduate minor “can choose classes 
from four content 
areas”; “various 
disciplinary 
frameworks” 

N/A 

University of 
Washington 

M.A. in Native 
American 
Documentary, Film, 
and Digital Media; 
graduate certificate; 
B.A.; undergraduate 
minors in AIS or 
Oceania and Pacific 
Islander Studies; 
undergraduate 
certificate in 
Business Essentials 
of Tribal Gaming and 
Hospitality 
Management 

“comprehensive”; 
“multidisciplinary” 

“interdisciplinary” 

Washington State 
University 

Area of 
concentration as an 
undergraduate minor 
or certificate from 

“variety of 
specializations” 

None 
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 School of Language, 
Culture, and Race 

  

California 
Polytechnic State 
University* 

Undergraduate 
minor in Indigenous 
Studies in Natural 
Resources and the 
Environment 

N/A “interdisciplinary” 

California State 
University, 
Bakersfield* 

Concentration in 
Ethnic Studies for 
Interdisciplinary 
Program but no 
specific mention of 
Indigenous topics in 
course description 

“interdisciplinary” N/A 

University of 
Arkansas, Little 
Rock* 

Undergraduate 
Minor in 
Interdisciplinary 
Studies 

“interdisciplinary” N/A 

San Diego State 
University* 

B.A. and minor Lists cognate fields; 
“interdisciplinary” 

“interdisciplinary” 

 
 

Table 3 indicates that extra-disciplinarity is likelier to be mentioned or alluded to 

in program descriptions (for degrees, certificates, or areas of concentration) than in 

General Education course descriptions in the PAC-12 conference. (However, five of the 

universities – roughly one third considered in this study – do not provide course 

descriptions online to the general public.) Of the fourteen universities that described 

programs on the web, eleven used extra-disciplinary terms. Another two implied an extra- 

disciplinary element in their program through terms like “variety of specializations” and 

listing cognate fields. Eleven of the universities provided course descriptions for 

introductory General Education courses focusing on Indigenous content. Of these, six did 

not mention or allude to extra-disciplinarity while four did and one implied extra- 

disciplinarity through listing cognate fields. 
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With few exceptions, this table also indicates that there are no consistent, 

discernable factors linking likelihood of claiming extra-disciplinarity in course or 

program descriptions, number of degrees or certificate programs offered, offering a 

course of study for graduates and/or undergraduates, PAC-12 core or affiliate status, or 

whether teaching occurred on main or satellite campuses. The table does indicate that 

universities with departments focused only on Indigenous issues were likely to offer more 

programs and describe those programs in extra-disciplinary terms. These programs were 

less likely to be found in PAC-12 affiliate universities than in larger PAC-12 core 

universities. This review of university programs and introductory General Education AIS 

courses suggests that while extra-disciplinarity is valued programmatically, it is not an 

area of frequent focus in the teaching of introductory General Education courses required 

by the course description. As introductory courses are meant to provide students with a 

basic understanding of a field, one must wonder when and how students of AIS are 

expected to develop extra-disciplinary understanding. 

 
Two survey respondents made comments regarding the amount of focus on extra- 

disciplinarity in introductory General Education AIS courses. One mentioned the ethnic 

studies model as impacting the teaching of singular courses: “[L]ike many ethnic studies 

depts., we are typically understaffed. So interdisciplinarity does not exist within a course- 

but within a major.” This respondent finds fault with the ethnic studies model just as 

many anti-interdisciplinary AIS scholars do. Here, ability to teach interdisciplinarity to 

introductory students is imperiled by staffing concerns. Another stated that “the nature of 

… interdisciplinarity is not taught even as its subjects are.” However, which subjects are 

fully developed throughout a course and to what extent they are integrated is likely to be 
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highly variable depending on the background and interests of the instructor. These two 

statements indicate that there are at least two reasons that could lead to high variability in 

the teaching of extra-disciplinarity to introductory General Education AIS students: 

staffing and multidisciplinary treatment through siloing cognate fields’ subject matter 

into courses throughout a program. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The survey of literature to emerge from AIS indicates that debate over extra- 

disciplinarity (specifically interdisciplinarity, the term most frequently used) has slowed; 

currently, more scholars are likely to refer to AIS as naturally interdisciplinary without 

adding to debate over the benefits or downfalls of extra-disciplinary practices for the 

field. Additionally, a survey of PAC-12 institutions indicates that an education in 

Indigenous topics for a degree or certificate and at an undergraduate or graduate level 

will demand students to confront extra-disciplinarity. Many more programs were likely to 

reference an extra-disciplinarity component than were courses meant for introductory 

General Education students. However, survey data suggests that ethnic studies staffing 

models in which a distinct AIS department is not given its own faculty lines and 

multidisciplinary education in courses and throughout programs are factors that impede 

the teaching of AIS as an extra-disciplinary field. 

 
Inventive scholarly output in AIS has produced new theories and methods for use 

in AIS. Literature from outside the field suggests that AIS’ critically interdisciplinary 

relationship with other disciplines has motivated them to consider AIS and Indigenous 

methodologies in any work that studies Native people, communities, cultural items, and 

perspectives. Likewise, our pedagogies are shaped both by ingenuity informed by Native 
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practices and interdisciplinarity. Our originality and critically interdisciplinary scholar- 

activism are changing the academy for the better. However, we are still in need of 

standardized terms. All disciplines would benefit from concrete understandings of extra- 

disciplinary terms. Within AIS, we must also settle on terms used to discuss 

program/department autonomy and staffing versus interdisciplinarity as a practice. Using 

previous scholarship, I have settled on calling issues regarding non-autonomous structure 

(subsuming Indigenous considerations under an ethnic studies umbrella) and/or pan- 

departmental staffing (creating a faculty from those housed in other departments rather 

than having AIS faculty lines) as the ethnic studies model in this study. AIS must come to 

a field-wide consensus regarding these terms to avoid further confusion and promote 

understanding for further debate and growth. 

 
Even after setting aside the different ways interdisciplinarity (and other extra- 

disciplinary terms) is used in AIS scholarship, we will still need to discuss when to 

instruct students (covertly or overtly) on the extra-disciplinarity inherent to the field. 

Particularly, those students who may never be exposed to the ideas championed by AIS 

again should be given a clear picture of the work done by the field. As these concepts are 

so strongly valued by the field, introductory student outcomes should more consistently 

reflect an understanding of extra-disciplinary terms. This, too, will fulfill the activist 

mission of AIS by ensuring that those least likely to remain committed to Indian Country 

walk away with an education impacted by Native perspectives and experiences, not 

stereotypes. Yet such a multifaceted area of study means that there are many possible 

approaches and topics for addressing the broad needs of a General Education course. 

Instructor background and interests will of course impact the individual curricular 



89 
 

  

decisions made for these courses. Moreover, variety of General Education designations 

from institution-to-institution might impact uniformity in the material covered in 

introductory AIS courses. As General Education designations lead to student enrollment 

and therefore to more funding, it is important to consider how these designations may be 

impacting the way courses are taught and which ideas they choose to highlight. It may be 

that extra-disciplinarities are not being taught due to privileging the requirements of the 

university’s various General Education designations and other necessary materials. These 

potentially influential factors on the teaching of extra-disciplinarity will be discussed in 

Chapter Two. 
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CHAPTER THREE: GENERAL EDUCATION IMPACTS ON THE TEACHING 
OF INTERDISCIPLINARITY IN INTRODUCTORY AMERICAN INDIAN 

STUDIES COURSES 
 

This chapter explores the relationship between General Education curricula and 

the teaching of interdisciplinarity in introductory General Education AIS courses. Given 

the conversations surrounding interdisciplinarity to emerge from AIS scholars, it seems 

necessary to mention interdisciplinarity to those learning the basics of the field. The 

chapter begins with an historical overview of how AIS programs and departments were 

incorporated into academe. The benefits of this process were almost entirely granted to 

colleges and universities that found financial gain by exploiting AIS’ expansion of 

diversity in the curricula and very few to the burgeoning field itself. Primarily, due to its 

subject matter, AIS offers itself well to General Education designations and requirements 

focused on initiating students into intercultural competencies but which frequently serve 

to silo disciplinary knowledges. Regardless of learning outcomes focused on 

interdisciplinarity or its inherent value to the field, departments benefit financially from 

offering General Education courses likely to bring in more students and therefore 

increasing the opportunity to reach a wider audience about issues concerning Indian 

Country. However, General Education course designations (and the demands they entail) 

may pull instructional focus away from an historically contested facet of the discipline 

like extra-disciplinarity although programs and courses often use extra-disciplinary 

language. 

 
Definitions of and programmatic ways of building General Education curriculum 

vary from institution to institution. For this reason, introductory General Education 

courses may broach the interdisciplinarity of AIS in different ways in order to meet the 
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demands of other General Education designations placed on the course at each institution. 

The more designations placed on a course, the more attractive it becomes to students 

seeking to fulfil degree requirements. However, without interdisciplinary coaching, it is 

unlikely that students are synthesizing information learned in their diverse assortment of 

General Education courses. This chapter interrogates survey data in order to answer 

several questions regarding the relationship between General Education designations and 

AIS: 1) Are General Education designations and requirements impacting the teaching of 

interdisciplinarity in AIS?; 2) Do General Education course designations demand 

different teaching methodologies that yield a variety of levels of success in student 

outcomes concerning extra-disciplinarity?; and 3) Do instructors’ outcomes for students 

learning interdisciplinarity coincide with their instructional methods? 

 
Hasty and Without Autonomy: Historical Incorporation of AIS into Institutions of Higher 
Education 

 
From its birth as an academic field of inquiry emerging from civil rights and 

social justice movements of the mid-twentieth century, American Indian Studies has 

struggled between maintaining its core values of advocacy to Indian Country and meeting 

the demands of university protocol and structuring. Because their incorporation into the 

academic landscape was “reactionary” to a turbulent political climate, one could criticize 

the foundations of AIS as being “[i]nitiated quickly, without structural forethought” 

(Duffie and Chavis Muhammad). The unique goals of AIS to enfranchise Indian Country 

and the establishments of academe did not – from the very beginning – mesh well as AIS 

programs and departments were (too) quickly assembled. As Clara Sue Kidwell remarks, 

“In the academic realm most universities do not define their role as one of effecting 

social change and they look askance on programs that demand radical social change” 
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(“Native American Studies” 8). Meanwhile, AIS – to remain true to its core values – 

creates academic inquiry to serve community need, has a focus both in research and in 

activism. Kidwell further recalls the insecure origins of Native American Studies at the 

University of California, Berkeley as a sign that the program was simply being tolerated 

and not expected to flourish according to its own criteria and ideology: 

 
[T]he faculty senate approved an Ethnic Studies Department in 1970 in 

response to a student strike that shut down the campus for a brief period 

… Student demands for a Third World College were ignored, and the 

Ethnic Studies Department was administered out of the chancellor’s office 

rather than through one of the academic colleges. Native American studies 

became part of the Ethnic Studies department almost as an afterthought. 

With the smallest faculty of the three units of the department – Chicano 

studies, Asian American studies, and Native American studies – it was 

marginalized in an already marginalized unit. (“American Indian 

Studies…” 27) 

 
This situation was not a rare one. Frequently demands to “Indigenize the academy” were 

met by academic tokenism in which AIS programs or departments were underfunded, 

understaffed and/or reliant on faculty housed in other departments (via the ethnic studies 

model introduced in the last chapter), and were not given the same authority afforded to 

other academic units to create content and administer resources. While some 

programs/departments have grown and, due to the dedication of faculty and students and 

support of university administration, found more solid footing in budgetary, 

administrative oversight, staffing, and structural issues. Other programs/departments 
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remain in situations not much better than those from which they originated despite the 

best efforts of many dedicated individuals. 

 
As a new academic field, it is crucial that AIS “establish a scholarly discipline 

and perspective with common ground of understanding and validation from within the 

scholarly community and university system” (Champagne “Is American Indian Studies 

for Real?” 78). Why would the academy allow for this entry of a new discipline if it did 

not plan to allow it to flourish or give it careful planning and a stable faculty? Kidwell 

postulates that AIS and other “areas studies” programs were established during the civil 

rights era as attractions for perspective students: “ethnic studies programs generally were 

perceived as recruitment tools used to attract more students from underrepresented 

groups” (“American Indian Studies…” 28). Her critique gains traction in light of the 

University’s “advertising slogan of ‘Excellence in Diversity’” (28). This slogan not only 

promises equal education to students from underserved populations as they may “find 

courses that resonate with their backgrounds and interests” (Warner and Koeppel 254) 

but also promotes equality as a factor in enriching college experiences for white and/or 

more privileged students. James Riding In expresses disciplinary aspirations for AIS “to 

rise beyond the scope of scholarly tokenism, superficiality, and exploitation” (“American 

Indian Studies…” 70). There is a thin line between scholarly tokenism and an opportunity 

to expand students’ global perspectives. 

 
Universities established AIS programs with interests that largely benefitted 

themselves to the detriment of the nascent field. Champagne states that “[u]niversities 

and colleges serve broad American local and state interests, and significant investment in 

American Indian studies as a discipline is not generally a high priority or seen as a 
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significant issue demanding attention” (“In Search of Theory…” 357). In light of this 

lack of investment, creating ethnic and minority studies programs that house departments 

like AIS makes sense as a standard “mismanagement scheme which [satisfies] the call for 

ethnic inquiry, but [confuses] social issues and priorities” (Duffie and Chavis Mohammad 

paraphrasing Churchill and Hill). Ward Churchill and Norbert S. Hill, Jr. propose that 

housing AIS under an ethnic or minority studies umbrella leads to programmatic flaws 

like “an aura of isolation around the department,” an inability “to establish a curricular 

body to accompany an academic unit,” and chronic understaffing (Duffie and Chavis 

Mohammad paraphrasing Churchill and Hill). Furthermore: 

 
[E]thnic studies is not well suited for AIS. Ethnic studies curriculum 

addresses issues of immigration, integration, assimilation, citizenship, 

equality, and civil rights. This model is in stark contrast to the struggles 

American Indian nations have experienced in their efforts to maintain their 

sovereignty, cultures, land, and a degree of separateness from dominant 

society. (Riding In “American Indian Studies…” 71) 

 
The very notion of a conjoined ethnic studies model overlooks the disciplinary content 

unique to AIS. Such “ghettoization” allows universities to exploit AIS to attract 

prospective students and diversify General Education curriculum while giving little to 

nothing in return. Champagne sees this one-sided relationship as detrimental as well as 

exploitative: 

 
If American Indian studies programs and departments are serving the 

primary issue of ethnic diversity and multicultural education, then they are 
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not directly serving the needs of American Indian communities. Ethnic 

diversity and multicultural education are goals that Indian studies 

programs and departments should support, but the primary emphasis 

should be on research, theory, and policy that affects Native communities. 

(“In Search of Theory…” 364) 

 
Early incorporation into ethnic or minority studies departments as independent programs 

or as an area of specialization moved AIS’ focus away from its service goals and created 

a climate in which specialized disciplinary vocabulary, theory, and research methods 

would all but halt. What is left in AIS is a diversity that echoes that found in Indian 

Country itself; some programs/departments now flourish while others struggle to offer a 

few core courses reliant on instructors housed in other departments. 

 
Like most concerns in colleges and universities, money has also played a vital 

role in how AIS is both housed and operated. Elizabeth Cook-Lynn contends that ethnic 

or minority studies departments proliferated during the 1990s as university budgets are 

linked to enrollments. These “hybrid departments” flourished “to the detriment of the 

departmental and disciplinary development of autonomous Native American Studies. 

Graduate students could be assigned to these hybrid departments, which then had 

sufficient enrollments; thus, budgets and hybridity drove curricula” (“Who Stole…?” 17). 

Housing of AIS programs is another way in which budgetary issues impact the 

development of AIS as a discipline. Duane Champagne mentions lack of faculty stability 

as a result of university budgeting. It is simply a more “cost-effective way” to organize a 

department by hobbling together a faculty body with those from other disciplines who are 

both willing and interested in teaching AIS subject matter (“In Search of Theory…” 356). 
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He again uses the term “cost effective” to explain the “predominance of multidisciplinary 

programs for Indigenous studies”; they are essentially a cheap way “to include 

Indigenous peoples in the curriculum and satisfy the need for courses that address a 

diversity of cultures and minority groups” (“Is American Indian Studies for Real?” 78). 

 
Essentially the origins of how AIS programs and departments came to be founded 

and formed across universities betrays a slapdash effort to 1) quickly silence demands for 

such programs, 2) recruit students of color and white students looking for diversity on 

campuses, 3) offer courses about Indigenous groups to satisfy the need for diversity 

credits in the curriculum, and 4) do all of this in the least expensive way possible. The 

last two reasons reflect the needs of typical General Education programs. This valuation 

is documented in research on students’ mindsets and codified in General Education 

practices at most colleges and universities.1 This brief history of a field indicates that AIS 

was incorporated into systems that did not (and do not) necessarily share its values or 

methods. For an introductory AIS course, university features like General Education 

curriculum may have an influence on what can be covered in courses in ways that benefit 

a course catalog but do not serve the field’s inherent interdisciplinarity. 

 
Diversity Missions and General Education Curriculum: How AIS Serves the University 
and Students 

 
Students greatly value General Education as part of their college experiences. 

Kenneth A. Feldman and Theodore M. Newcomb’s The Impact of College on Students 

states: 

 
 

1 The relationship between student and university endorsement of General Education and specifically 
diversity requirements in General Education – whether independent of one another or indicative of some 
correlation or causation – is beyond the scope of this study. 
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[t]he educational goal most extensively endorsed by freshman is either the 

goal of a basic general education and appreciation of ideas or the goal of 

vocational training and development of skills and techniques … [T]he 

percentage of students rating the more academic goal of basic general 

education and appreciation of ideas [increases] by the senior year, whereas 

the percentage of students rating the more instrumental goal of vocational 

training as important has usually decreased … Usually in third place (or 

close by) as a general or ideal educational goal for freshman is the 

development of one’s ability to get along with different kinds of people or 

the enhancement of interpersonal skills. 

 
According to Feldman and Newcomb, the perceived importance of vocational training 

decreases as the perceived importance of General Education increases through a student’s 

collegiate career. Students also appear to value the “soft skill” of being able to relate to 

and get along with “different kinds of people” as learning outcomes. Introductory AIS 

courses have the potential to offer students both a General Education credit and inform 

them about communities about which too many students are either grossly ignorant or 

horribly misinformed. 

 
One of the greatest issues that arises from exploring the courses in this study is 

lack of concrete and universally accepted definitions. “General Education” is one such 

term; it “is a popular concept from the field of curriculum studies that holds commonly 

accepted connotations, but no uniform definition” (Kridel 399). For this reason, the term 

can “refer to those courses that a college or university requires all of its students [to] pass 

as a condition for graduation, a common curriculum, a distribution requirement, or even 
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core texts” (Warner and Koeppel 241). It is up to the institution to rely on one of these 

models or to create its own. 

 
Just as the term is used in different ways, General Education programming has 

been theorized and employed in different ways. With no consensus on what General 

Education is, universities have employed a variety of conceptual frameworks in 

establishing their General Education programs (which “[e]very institution of higher 

learning is required by its accrediting body to offer [in] some form” [Warner and Koeppel 

242]) and requirements for students (Brint, Proctor, Murphy, Turk-Bicakci, and 

Hanneman; Hart Research Associates; Hurtado, Astin, and Dey; Lopez; Toombs, Amey, 

and Chen; Wallace; Warner and Koeppel). Each possible framework has its proponents 

and detractors. The most popular model is the distribution requirement model wherein 

students, regardless of major, must take so many units from across the disciplines, 

meeting requirements tied to General Education learning outcomes along the way. This is 

also referred to disparagingly as the “cafeteria approach” or a “buffet.” The one seeming 

uniformity is that the General Education curriculum developed by a university 

“demonstrates the institution’s mission, philosophy, values, and culture” (Warner and 

Koeppel 241) making it “possibly the most important manifestation of an institution’s 

educational mission” (AAC&U). 

 
Colleges and universities esteem their General Education requirements by making 

them a time consuming – and therefore expensive – endeavor for students. From 1989 to 

2000, the overall average of required General Education courses for graduation with a 

bachelor’s degree remained fairly steady, “fluctuating around forty-seven semester credit 

hours, or 38 percent of the total courses needed” to graduate (Zai paraphrasing Johnson, 
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Ratcliff, and Gaff 202). In a typical four-year program, students spend more than a year 

taking courses that may have no direct relationship to their major or future career 

objectives. 

 
Despite the possibility for a wide variance of programmatic frameworks, the 

content of General Education programs “consists of courses that emphasize skills such as 

writing or critical thinking, global perspectives, women’s and minority perspectives, and 

values” (emphases added) (Warner and Koeppel paraphrasing Gaff 242). Throughout the 

twentieth century, General Education programs more frequently demanded that 

successful students demonstrate intercultural competence as part of degree requirements. 

The philosophy of intercultural competence posits that people can “interact more 

meaningfully with those from other cultures if they cultivate certain abilities” (Bennett 

1203) including “suspension of judgment, respectfulness, forgiveness, openness, and 

cultural humility” (Bennett 1205). However, the “core intercultural skill is empathy 

[which is] essential for reducing prejudice, counteracting stereotypes, and developing 

cognitive flexibility” (Bennett 1205). Introductory AIS courses that satisfy requirements 

for intercultural competence should theoretically meet desired student outcomes: to be 

able to get along with others and enhance their social competences. Universities benefit 

as well; including AIS programs and departments ensures that universities enrich their 

General Education course catalogs’ offerings of what I will refer to as “diversity credits.” 

 
Diversity credits can fulfill the needs of universities to meet curricular goals and 

focus on student learning outcomes centered around intercultural competence while also 

meeting other degree requirements for graduation. For instance, students may be required 

to complete a number of writing-intensive courses as part of their degree program. 
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General Education courses from disciplines that fulfill diversity credits can additionally 

offer to fulfill a writing-intensive credit, making them that much more attractive to 

students. 

 
For example, the University of Arizona lists its student learning outcomes for its 

General Education program as critical thinking, effective communication, understanding 

and valuing difference, and effective use of information (“Learning Outcomes”). In order 

to meet the requirements of a course with a diversity emphasis, a course must be shown 

to meet the guidelines for identification as diversity in either gender, race, class, and 

ethnicity or non-Western cultures. To be considered as a course with a non-Western 

diversity emphasis, a course must involve at least two of the following: 

 
1. Explicit representation of non-Western civilizations (institutions, 

perspectives, patterns of behavior, and cultural products) in course 

materials 

 
2. Systematic exploration of non-Western modes of thought and 

analysis 

 
3. Consideration of the nature of contacts between traditions 

 

4. Materials written, created, or interpreted by non-Westerners. (“Diversity 

Emphasis”) 

 
Introductory AIS courses can easily and naturally meet all four of these requirements. 

Where things can become more difficult in course design is finding room for various 

other University designations. In order to be considered a writing-intensive course, 
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University of Arizona students must write three essays in the course. Additional learning 

outcomes for this designation of course as delineated by the University require that a 

student will be able to: 

 
• identify references and allusions to the periods, ideas, people, artifacts, 

and events generally felt to have been important in the past 

• identify and define their own world view, compare and contrast their 

world view with other world views, and through written and oral 

communication present and defend their world view 

• appreciate the art, history, politics, and philosophies of cultures other than 

their own, including non-western cultures 

• analyze how perceptions, values, beliefs, and customs influence individual 

and societal behavior and to use these analyses before judging. (“Tier 1 

Study Areas”) 

 
Aside from using unmeasurable outcomes like “appreciate,” this list creates a great list of 

items to be considered in course design and lesson planning for an AIS instructor with so 

many diverse cultural options from which to select. As such, key features of a discipline 

itself, like interdisciplinarity in AIS, may be pushed aside to make way for different, 

university-created student outcomes. Again, this services a university’s General 

Education program but does a disservice to AIS and its students who may be promised 

interdisciplinary learning in that course’s description. 

 
The University of Arizona also offers an Honor’s section which presents students 

with “an enhanced learning experience” that includes “introduction to research 
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methodologies,” “experience using critical, analytical skills unique to the subject matter,” 

and “hands-on experience in the creative, scholarly process appropriate to the field” 

(“Honors Accommodations”). These General Education demands seem to suggest that 

Honor’s students will be more likely to learn and practice interdisciplinary work with 

instructor guidance than would mainstream students. Generally, Honor’s 

accommodations can be met by adhering to a faster schedule and/or delving into subjects 

more deeply. Therefore, Honor’s sections may take the time to cover extra-disciplinary 

concepts that are passed over or briefly mentioned to students in mainstream sections due 

to their differentiated pace, more complete coverage of topics, and focus on research 

methods and analytical skills. 

 
Of course, these descriptions and learning outcomes come from within one 

university system. While the University of Arizona claims the oldest degree-granting AIS 

program, it is in no way the model for every AIS program. Each AIS program and 

department is impacted by the university in which it is housed. Therefore, definitions of 

diversity emphases and requirements for assorted General Education designations differ 

between institutions, impacting how courses are designed and taught and what learning 

outcomes are expected of successful students. Seeking pan-institutional uniformity in 

introductory General Education courses is an unattainable goal. Yet, we might hope that 

students are learning the fundamentals of AIS in any university and regardless of the 

General Education framework being used and are being given educations in extra- 

disciplinarity where promised in program and course descriptions. 

 
After ensuring that the university is satisfied, all designations for Honor’s and 

non-Honor’s students are met, and students comprehend those values most espoused in 
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the work of AIS like sovereignty and self-determination, it is easy to see how giving 

students the nuanced educational experience of interdisciplinarity could fall by the 

wayside; when adhering to university criteria for successful completion of course 

designations, an instructor may have enough time to focus students’ attention on those 

aspects of coursework they have the greatest likelihood of confronting as potential voters 

on American Indian issues: the political consequences of actions that served to trouble 

independent Native Nations and the resilience of Native Nations in reclaiming 

sovereignty and independence. This is compounded in systems where General Education 

courses further the fragmentation of disciplinary knowledges and do not promote 

interdisciplinarity or interdisciplinary teaching in single courses or across a General 

Education curriculum. If a student takes an AIS course as a “non-Western civilizations” 

General Education requirement without extra-disciplinary learning, they are likely to only 

see AIS as a course on “non-Western civilizations” and not the integrative, cross- 

departmental entity that it is. 

 
General Education and Interdisciplinarity: Friends and Foes 

 
Perhaps their shared quality in needing more concrete definitions ensured that the 

educational concepts of General Education curriculum and interdisciplinarity would have 

a complex relationship. Indeed, they do. While they share a similar desire to enlighten 

learners to ideas outside the realm of their specialties (i.e. majors), they are not always 

seen as confluent. 

 
General Education curricula and interdisciplinarity both indicate a perception that 

overspecialization is likely to create blinders that will impede students’ ability to function 

in life and contribute to a world beyond the academy. Through a program of study across, 
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and ideally between, the disciplines, students gain greater access to the breadth of human 

knowledge. The cross-disciplinary demands of General Education curriculum ideally 

promote student development of certain skills like “critical thinking and problem solving, 

writing and communication, and information literacy” (Egan 76). Currently, “[e]ducation 

scholars roundly contend that interdisciplinary pedagogy is critically important in 

preparing students for life after school” (Howard 28). Interestingly, “General Education 

was born out of a similar angst in the early twentieth century” (Howard 27). In fact, “the 

early general education movement was itself a struggle for an interdisciplinary way of 

proceeding, well before that term had been coined” (Howard 28-9). To this day, 

interdisciplinarity remains one of those “aspects of learning often associated with 

improving the quality and impact of general education programs for undergraduate 

students” (Egan 76). When presented in tandem, they work in complimentary ways in 

terms of student outcomes; “that is, general education provides students access to a 

breadth of knowledge across different disciplines, laying the foundation to develop 

connections across those disciplines” (Egan 78). This prepares students for capable and 

inventive problem solving in a complex world. It appears that “an understanding of 

interdisciplinarity is at the core of general education programs – an association that dates 

back to the beginning of the twentieth century … where some of the earliest 

interdisciplinary programs were linked with general education” (Egan 78). In these early 

general education models, the: 

 
curricula relied on the integration of multiple perspectives in order to 

address problems of the world, to cultivate a fully formed human 

individual, and broaden and enrich that individual’s interior life. These 
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general undercurrents did not, however, ultimately deliver an 

interdisciplinary way of proceeding … and the academy continues to live 

with this failure today. (Howard 29) 

 
Unfortunately, while interdisciplinarity would help to keep “general education a relevant 

and important part of [a student’s] learning” (Egan 85), General Education “distribution 

requirements desperately promote variety as the single, unassailable academic virtue” 

(Howard 29). 

 
While the need to integrate fields of knowledge may seem a natural growth from 

the concept of General Education curricula, interdisciplinarity can also be said to be at 

odds with General Education programming. At its core, General Education – and 

specifically distribution requirement models – reinforce specialization that upholds 

disciplinary boundaries; they are “merely surrenders to the specialist ideal, concessions to 

academic compartmentalization, and devoid of any integration” (Howard 29). On one 

hand, interdisciplinarity seems to be a good companion to a General Education 

curriculum. On the other, General Education supports the specialization found in 

academic departments that interdisciplinarity inherently troubles. Furthermore, “students 

are selecting courses in a scrambled system. The fragmentation and specialization of the 

academy actually hinder the building of bridges between disciplines” (Dennis 84). A 

“cafeteria” or “buffet” approach to General Education additionally places undue burden 

on students: 

 
[The distribution model] often leaves to the student the responsibilities of 

drawing connections and synthesizing the consequent knowledge gathered 
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from those different, often disparate, fields of study. … Whereas such a 

smorgasbord may expose students to subjects and ways of thinking 

beyond their majors, it does not actively encourage students to make 

cross-disciplinary connections and ultimately supports disciplinary 

exclusivity. (Egan 76) 

 
The result of this is a climate wherein “the undergraduate degree reflects status more 

than learning” (Dennis 84). From a faculty standpoint, General Education presents an 

issue in teaching load: “one essential problem with general education from its onset has 

been its reliance on an increasingly specialized group of scholars and researchers to teach 

in the general curriculum” (Howard 11) “without any reason to believe they would be 

interested or qualified” (30). “In this way, the culture of research and scholarship is 

deeply implicated in the problem of general education” (Howard 11), and while 

interdisciplinarity may be “a way to correct for that limiting tendency” (Howard 26), 

“[i]nterdisciplinarity and its logic threaten institutional power and the entire premise on 

which the infrastructure of higher education is built and maintained” (Dennis 89). The 

result is a system of higher education that tends “toward self-replication and insularity; 

history departments produce historians who are responsible for the production of future 

historians” (Howard 26). The systematic stagnation built by specialized disciplines and 

bolstered by General Education distribution requirements puts forth the question of 

purpose in an undergraduate education. An interdisciplinary component of a General 

Education program would help to demonstrate the relevance of undergraduate curricula 

but, in doing so, weakens the concept of the discipline upon which the university so 

heavily relies. 
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Leaving interdisciplinary out of higher education is also cost effective. Of the 

different levels of successful implementation of interdisciplinarity, a general education 

curriculum that leaves intellectual integration and synthesis entirely to students “is, of 

course, the cheapest, least demanding, and perhaps most easily achieved of all the 

interdisciplinary variants, but [is likely also] the least effective” (Armstrong 53). 

Students, however, need help in making complex connections, “to cultivate the 

disposition and skill set necessary to make general education purposeful and meaningful 

to their undergraduate experience” (Egan 77). With assistance, students can come to 

“gain an appreciation for how other disciplines and fields of knowledge enrich their 

personal and academic growth” and develop the skills and awareness interdisciplinarity 

requires in order to be applied to real-world problems (Egan 79). As Deborah Tannen 

suggests, “The old story about the blind men and the elephant … should teach us caution 

in proclaiming our theory to be the only one. The goal is understanding and describing 

the whole elephant, not just the trunk or the leg” (Ghnassia and Seabury paraphrasing 

Tannen 155). General Education without interdisciplinary coaching may be an 

inexpensive approach, but it is not likely to yield a student body capable of nuanced 

critical thinking and problem-solving skills. 

 
It may seem fairly obvious that interdisciplinarity remains a fundamental 

component of a General Education curricula although it is infrequently utilized. 

However, the notion of employing interdisciplinary programs in higher education offers 

forth several questions. Several interdisciplinary programs that offered degrees have died 

out either because they were unsustainable or because “it became unclear what the utility 

of this major would be” (Pollard). Aside from setting up learners for “the good life” – a 
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frequent promise of General Education – how should the progress and effectiveness of an 

interdisciplinary education be tracked? How does an interdisciplinary education “impact 

[students’] learning and professional development?” (Reybold and Halx 341). “Does one 

need a deep perspective in at least one field to engage in interdisciplinary work or 

reasoning” (Pollard) thereby making underclassmen attempts at interdisciplinarity futile? 

While there is no evidence “that disciplinary preparation actually prepares students for 

interdisciplinarity” (Reybold and Halx 334), the question remains when in a program of 

study students should begin to be coached in interdisciplinary thinking. Faculty have 

diverse thoughts on the subject: “Interdisciplinarity deepens understanding of one’s own 

discipline, particularly since disciplines rely on limited tool sets for investigating” 

(Reybold and Halx 334); it “improves how students function in upper-division courses” 

(338); it “can be overwhelming and is beyond student capabilities” (338). Very little 

research, however, has been done on the possible varied levels of success in achieving 

learning outcomes by implementing interdisciplinary at different times in higher 

education or how best to prepare underclassmen or high school students for increasingly 

integrative work. 

 
Although implementing interdisciplinary programs as compliments to extant 

General Education offerings demands that a university answer these questions according 

to its own values and mission, the benefits of interdisciplinarity are largely considered to 

outweigh the negatives of fragmentation. 1994’s American Association of College’s 

Strong Foundations: Twelve Principles for Strong General Education “points to the 

emergence of consensus about the importance of integrative learning and the role of 

general education in that process” (Ghnassia and Seabury 153). The 1998 report from the 
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Boyer Commission on Educating Undergraduates in the Research University criticizes 

fragmentation and lists among ten recommended action items the “[removal of] barriers 

to interdisciplinary education” (23). The Association of American Colleges and 

Universities 2002 Greater Expectations: A New Vision for Learning as a Nation Goes to 

College “claims that ‘formidable barriers’ impede student success. The fragmentation of 

the curriculum is specifically identified as a barrier to [student] success” (Dennis 81) 

“specifically in lower-division courses as well as in study in the major” (Ghnassia and 

Seabury 153). Education associations and scholars “roundly contend that interdisciplinary 

pedagogy is critically important for preparing students for life after school … [as it] 

empowers students to confront the world’s most vexing problems” (Howard 28). Seen as 

the antidote to fragmented General Studies curriculum, it behooves universities to 

consider how best to implement an interdisciplinary dimension to General Education 

programming. 

 
The fragmentation identified as a negative feature of General Education makes 

impossible some of the learning outcomes hoped for by a General Education curriculum. 

For instance, some General Education composition courses imply interdisciplinarity by 

carrying the title or description of “writing across the curriculum”; “[b]ut composition 

scholarship and practice still typically focus on student writing within one of the 

prevailing divisions of knowledge” (Ghnassia and Seabury 157). More generally, 

fragmented learning only reinforces the notion of intellectual silos. Through introduction 

to interdisciplinarity, “students see that they have a stake in the issues and problems 

under study … that they can have an impact on people’s attitudes. They develop a public 

consciousness, predicated on an understanding of complexity” (Ghnassia and Seabury 
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169). That is to say, they are well rounded and critical thinking global citizens, the most 

hoped for outcome of General Education. 

 
Nonetheless, General Education’s distribution requirements uphold already strong 

disciplinary boundaries, one factor educational institutions will face when crafting a 

successful interdisciplinary program. Since the advent of the discipline in the Western 

education system, practices have been put into place that strengthen those boundaries: 

 
Disciplines evolve through accretion and attrition. As new scholarship 

tests the old, a discipline’s body of knowledge adjusts to new ideas and 

applications. In this manner, disciplines are self-constituting; they 

demarcate the boundaries of scholarship and thus reify the discipline. 

(Reybold and Halx 323) 

 
For some institutions, rethinking the structure of the university may be a component of 

incorporating interdisciplinarity. This may seem drastic, but “‘[t]here has been virtually 

no effort to rethink the basic departmental structure or to explore other alternatives that 

might be better suited to today’s interconnected world.’ … The infrastructure and 

curriculum were designed for the industrial age and not a digital one” (Dennis quoting 

Taylor 82). Yet, faculty are still rewarded according to adherence to fragmentation and 

specialization. In most cases: 

 
scholarly productivity [is] the standard of success … [because of t]he 

assumptions … that (a) a well-published scholar is an expert in his or her 

field of study and (b) peer-reviewed publications are evidence of 
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acceptance into one’s community of scholars. Both of these assumptions 

favor expertise and specialization. (Reybold and Halx 324) 

 
These assumptions and faculty adherence to their field indicate little reward in reaching 

across disciplinary boundaries in fruitful ways. There is simply too much at stake: 

 
Merit, tenure, and even scholarly publication venues are as discipline 

centered as the academic curriculum; and efforts to conceptualize and 

implement interdisciplinarity into otherwise discipline-based programs 

require a considerable tolerance for ambiguity and risk. Even when 

academics choose to work across traditional academic boundaries, the 

discipline remains prominent in their research questions, literature, and 

design choices. (Reybold and Halx 326) 

 
The current academic landscape makes interdisciplinary research and teaching unlikely as 

these academics may or may not receive recognition in ways that will further their 

careers. More likely is the possibility that interdisciplinary research will not find a 

suitable journal for publication, the demanding teaching requirements of a team-taught 

course will not lessen the burden of one’s teaching load, and such demonstrated efforts 

toward interdisciplinary thinking will not help academic promotion in the way of tenure. 

Johnathan Smith, a former dean of the University of Chicago’s law college, “once 

declared a single ‘iron law’: ‘Students shall not be expected to integrate anything the 

faculty can’t or won’t’” (Hanstedt 25). Truly: 

 
if the faculty, with their advanced degrees and years of worldly experience 

and complex ways of thinking, are not deliberate about creating structures 
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that allow integration, then the chances that any but the best of a body of 

young and inexperienced students will achieve high levels of cognitive 

synthesis are unlikely. (Hanstedt 26) 

 
If General Education student outcomes would be enhanced or made possible by the 

incorporation of the teaching of interdisciplinary, it then falls to educational institutions 

to remove the roadblocks that would keep instructors from developing and teaching these 

courses. This is especially necessary for natural interdisciplines like AIS that need fewer 

roadblocks in the way of teaching interdisciplinarity to introductory students. 

 
The modern university can – with no small measure of difficulty – find ways to 

promote interdisciplinary teaching to faculty. This would require reconsideration of 

current structures and protocols while keeping values and missions in line. It would, 

therefore, look different at every university. The Boyer Report calls upon the university 

system (which it notes has seen no trouble in adding new departments and programs that 

have emerged since World War II as a result of the rise in interdisciplinary thinking) to 

“call upon the departments to teach [interdisciplinary] courses, knowing that the 

departments may balk at doing so since the interdisciplinary programs deplete staffing for 

their own departmental courses” (23). One way around this would be creation of “a 

center for interdisciplinary efforts that would encourage interaction between discipline- 

based faculty and between faculty and students” (Reybold and Halx 340). An 

interdisciplinary center would be minimally staffed by faculty members who could train 

more departmentally based faculty members over time, lessening the teaching burden 

placed on departments. Another concern for faculty is the “time away from disciplinary 

content” (Reybold and Halx 339), the content that will help them attain career stability in 
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a system that rewards disciplinary specialization and focus. This concern can be assuaged 

by: 

 
(1) [giving] participants in [interdisciplinary teaching] projects the time 

necessary to do the job they are being asked to do, by making appropriate 

adjustments in the load they are being asked to carry, and (2) [making] 

appropriate adjustments in the reward system, by taking into account what 

the institution is asking them to do. (Armstrong 60) 

 
Account taking in this regard includes those extra strains on faculty and departments: 

“training workshops on interdisciplinary teaching effectiveness, a separate budget, and 

course release time” (Reybold and Halx 341). Furthermore, because of the small number 

of courses in which they might be used, “the number of interdisciplinary books or texts 

required is restricted” (Armstrong 55) as there is “a lack of textbooks that track with 

subjects in an interdisciplinary manner” (Reybold and Halx 341). Over time, this would 

naturally correct as more faculty put the effort into interdisciplinary research and 

teaching. When other institutional roadblocks are accounted for, the number of models 

and texts for use in interdisciplinary classrooms would rise. Furthermore, freed from 

institutionally promoted disciplinary hyper focus, faculty may begin to see the benefits of 

interdisciplinary work: “the opportunity to expand one’s work group and to become 

closely associated with persons, ideas, and perhaps even locations on campus which were 

previously unexplored” (Armstrong 60). 

 
There are already several curricular models of interdisciplinarity. Paul Hanstedt 

notes the strands model (in which “courses from the various disciplines are designed 
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around a number of relevant themes or topical strands” (27); the core-distributional 

model in which a first-year seminar “prepares students for their [General Education] 

distribution courses, providing them some of the skills necessary for success, and [a] 

capstone course [which] provides students with a synthetic experience, allowing them to 

draw everything together” (33); and the core-only model in which all students take the 

same General Education courses “regardless of their major, and [which are] taught 

broadly be faculty from around campus” (35). Other models, less frequently used 

according to Hanstedt, include those emphasizing service learning, those reliant on year- 

long freshman and sophomore inquiry seminars, those focused on global perspectives, 

those that are more project based, and those reliant on a single campus-wide theme (36- 

41). This diversity shows that universities have been thoughtful and creative in producing 

models that will work according to their unique structure, student body, faculty body, 

region/community, mission, General Education program, and desired learning outcomes. 

 
While plentiful curricular models exist, team teaching remains the best way to 

integrate interdisciplinary courses into an institution. One would be well cautioned to 

remember the difference between multidisciplinarity and interdisciplinarity in this regard: 

“Multidisciplinary teaching … might be exemplified by a modular course, each week 

taught by a lecturer from a different discipline to provide a different perspective, but 

never encountering or engaging each other, much less challenging or integrating that 

work” (Howard 22). Rather, “[a] team-taught class that actually brings faculty from 

multiple disciplines into the classroom together can create a conversation of diverse 

perspectives that students literally see, hear, and join” (Ghnassia and Seabury 154). A 

more fruitful effort aligned with the goals of creating synthesis for students among their 
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General Education experience requires a great deal of collaboration and time. Relief from 

other departmental and university requirements would be necessary for faculty teams to 

collaborate and create fruitful interdisciplinary lessons. In time, these faculty teams could 

disband, knowing after several semesters or years the perspectives of other disciplinary 

lenses at play in the interdisciplinary course and possessing the ability to communicate 

them to students in thought provoking ways. 

 
From an AIS perspective, team teaching an introductory General Education 

course with AIS instructors from different disciplinary backgrounds would be a good way 

to ensure that interdisciplinarity is being taught to non-initiate students. This, too, would 

mean gaining approval (from a committee, department, and/or university) to co-teach 

wherein each faculty member can consider the course fully in their teaching loads. Even 

at universities that do not promote interdisciplinary learning through curriculum, this 

intradepartmental collaboration would promote the integration of multiple disciplinary 

perspectives that the major issues of AIS demand. However, meeting institutional 

requirements for General Education may impact the appearance of interdisciplinarity in 

the introductory General Education AIS classroom regardless of the model of teaching 

used or the valuation of interdisciplinarity across university curricula. 

 
AIS, General Education, and Interdisciplinarity: Survey Data 

 
Since the establishment of AIS programs/departments, AIS has given more to 

university systems than it has received in offering course variety and attracting students 

to campuses that embrace diversity through area studies degree programs. While 

scholarship suggests that AIS has engaged in interdisciplinarity from the onset, few 

instructors surveyed appear to use direct instruction in teaching interdisciplinarity to their 
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introductory General Education classes although all believe that students introduced to 

AIS should learn interdisciplinarity. This discrepancy is an interesting one and begs the 

ultimate question: why? Might introductory courses be neglecting direct instruction of 

interdisciplinarity to meet the demands of General Education designations placed on its 

introductory courses? For the purposes of this study, I am interested in interrogating AIS 

as a part of General Education programs. As per the study’s design, this can only be done 

generally as specifics regarding General Education frameworks as applied by specific 

universities in conjunction with respondent demographic information would have made 

for a survey that could not guarantee respondent anonymity. First, is meeting the needs of 

General Education requirements detrimental to the teaching of interdisciplinarity? 

Secondly, does a wide variety of possible course designations mean that 

interdisciplinarity in taught differently to different levels of success? Third, do 

instructors’ expectations for introductory student outcomes concerning understanding of 

interdisciplinarity coincide with teaching methods consistently throughout the field? Part 

of AIS’ enhancement to universities is in offering more variety to General Education 

programs’ course offerings in diversity credits. As AIS relies on General Education 

enrollments for funding, it must also meet the requirements for alternate designations 

(e.g. writing intensive, seminar, Honor’s sections, etc.) assigned to General Education 

courses. Each designation comes with its own demands outlined by the university. In 

order to be writing intensive (and attract students who still need to fulfill that General 

Education requirement), an instructor must spend a specific amount of time building 

writing assessments, grading them, and aiding students on matters of writing rather than 

solely on gaining disciplinary understanding. General Education courses provide 
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necessary funding, but the myriad designations that make them attractive to students 

might impact the amount of focus placed on the teaching and learning of 

interdisciplinarity as a feature of AIS. 

 
Unfortunately, in order to assure respondent anonymity, the survey did not ask 

respondents to reveal the names of their institutions. It is thus unknown which models of 

General Education each respondent must abide by or what demands are placed on their 

courses as per the designation requirements of their specific institutions. Furthermore, 

this study cannot consider the level of autonomy afforded to the instructors as faculty 

members in AIS or ethnic studies faculty with departmental homes in other disciplines. 

Syllabi, as searchable material, were not collected for analysis. This additional 

information would have undoubtedly led to more insights as it would have been more 

indiscreet with respondents’ identities. 

 
All survey respondents in this study were asked to refer to General Education 

introductory courses taught during Fall 2019. One respondent claimed that in acting as “a 

past chair of the AIS department, [they] worked to make as many of [the department’s] 

courses as possible be GE. Ethnic Studies depts as a rule, at least at public universities, 

are completely dependent on GE, as there are not enough students of color to fill them, 

otherwise” [sic]. Aside from insinuating that only students of color would enroll in ethnic 

studies courses if not for the need to take diversity credits, this respondent touches upon 

financial concerns and their ties to enrollment. If a department’s budget is tied to 

enrollment numbers (which is incredibly likely), it behooves the department to have as 

many General Education courses as possible in order to offer as many courses as possible 

likely to reach high enrollment numbers. The benefit to departments/programs is a higher 
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budget; students benefit from a richer course catalog of possibilities to fulfill their 

distribution requirements. 

 
Based upon survey responses, introductory AIS General Education courses have 

the potential to fulfill many degree requirements for students, a fact that likely drives 

many students to take these courses. Not every one of the sixteen survey respondents 

answered the question; only six gave coherent and meaningful responses. 

Table 4 
 

Additional University Designations for Introductory AIS General Education Courses 
 

Designation Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 

“Diversity Credits” 6 100 

Writing Intensive 5 83.3 

Honor’s Section 2 33.3 

Seminar 1 16.6 

Requirement for AIS 1 16.6 

Major/Minor   
 

In coding this table, there were different responses that led to a designation of “diversity 

credits”: “other cultures,” “multicultural,” “ethnic,” and “diversity.” 

 
Meeting the various requirements of these different designations takes great skill 

and planning, and it is possible that even something as central to AIS as the complex 

nature of interdisciplinarity is lost in the process. While data gathered from this survey 

does not prove or disprove this possibility, more knowledge of course design as 

compared to institutional General Education programs and designations between 
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universities would be needed to confidently suggest the impacts of General Education 

programming on the teaching of interdisciplinarity in AIS one way or the other. Given 

the number of requirements for degree completion an introductory AIS General 

Education course could meet, it is likely that students would take a class without any 

personal interest or investment in the subject matter. It is unclear if students understand 

the complex nature of interdisciplinarity or if they are motivated to do so. It is also 

unclear if instructors are fully able to indicate how AIS and its cognate fields impact and 

are impacted by each other while trying to ensure that an introductory class (usually of 

non-majors or minors) fulfills the needs of, for instance, their university’s writing 

intensive designation. Regardless of student or instructor motivation to understand 

interdisciplinarity, most respondents indicated confidence in students’ ability to be 

conversational in the interdisciplinary nature of AIS by the end of the semester (Table 5). 

Table 5 

Four-Point Likert Scale Responses Indicating Instructors’ Perceptions of Student End-of- 

Course Ability to Display Conversance in the Interdisciplinarity of AIS 

Answer Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 

Strongly Agree 2 25 

Somewhat Agree 4 50 

Somewhat Disagree 2 25 

Strongly Disagree 0 0 
 

Although only eight respondents gave feedback for this item, they indicated a 75% 

favorable (strongly or somewhat agree) belief in their students’ ability to display 

conversance about the interdisciplinary nature of AIS. In being conversant, students 
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would have to reach at least the lowest level of cognition in Bloom’s taxonomy 

(Remembering) by being able to define the terms. Table 5’s result indicate that 75% of 

instructors surveyed believe that as a result of their class, students have successfully 

reached some measurable indicator of interdisciplinary knowledge as a learning outcome. 

 
Despite this favorable view of students’ ability to discuss AIS’ interdisciplinary 

nature, this study reveals that interdisciplinarity is taught rather infrequently. The survey 

tool asked respondents to reflect on the frequency with which they taught 

interdisciplinarity (Appendix A). They were given several choices from which to choose: 

daily, weekly, several times per month, monthly, a few times per semester, and never. 

Respondents were not prompted to think of several ways in which this instruction could 

occur in the classroom, i.e. through direct instruction, discussions, lectures, etc. In this 

way, this question was meant to uncover only the frequency with which instructors 

engaged with interdisciplinarity as part of their classroom experience, not duration or 

method of instruction. 

Table 6 
 

Respondent Reflection on Regularity with Which Interdisciplinarity is Discussed in the 
 

Classroom   

Frequency Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 

Daily 1 12.5 

Weekly 1 12.5 

Several Times/Month 2 25 

Monthly 0 0 

A Few Times/Semester 4 50 
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Never 0 0 
 
 

These numbers do not reflect the likelihood that students would be able to define 

interdisciplinarity and discuss its role in AIS by the end of the semester as indicated by 

instructors in Table 5. Half of the eight survey respondents indicated that 

interdisciplinarity is only featured in the classroom a few times each semester. Another 

25% of respondents only mentioned interdisciplinarity several times per month. Given 

that collegiate courses typically run in segments of about 8- or 16-weeks, this is unlikely 

to be enough instruction for students to fully grasp interdisciplinarity.2 Only two – or 

25% – of the respondents to this question indicated that they taught interdisciplinarity 

with great regularity: daily or weekly. This frequency would better facilitate student 

learning. 

 
Although only two respondents indicated that they were doing so with any 

frequency, many instructors indicated a belief that they were teaching the value of 

interdisciplinarity with regularity in their courses. 

Table 7 
 

Responses to Four-Part Likert Scale Question “I Regularly Teach the Value of 

Interdisciplinarity in This Course” 

Answer Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 

Strongly Agree 4 50 

Somewhat Agree 2 25 

Somewhat Disagree 1 12.5 
 
 

2 Respondents were not asked directly how long their courses ran. As they were asked to reflect on Fall 
2019, I assume that courses ran in roughly 16-week, semester-long time periods. 
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Strongly Disagree 1 12.5 

Interestingly, survey responses indicated that 75% of respondents were teaching 

interdisciplinarity infrequently (a few times a month or semester) yet the same number 

and percentage of respondents indicated that they regularly taught the value of 

interdisciplinarity in this course. This discrepancy might indicate that students are 

expected to complete the rather arduous task of identifying, describing, and synthesizing 

the nature of interdisciplinarity and its value to AIS alone and outside of the classroom 

rather than through instructor-directed lessons and feedback. 

Another survey question (Appendix A), asked respondents to consider how 

interdisciplinarity was introduced as a concept in their course (if it was). The question 

additionally gave possible answers as examples: “e.g. readings, discussions, assignments, 

lectures, etc.”. Six respondents gave cogent answers. Of them, one respondent claimed, 

“Each course (I teach several) comes [from] the perspective of a different discipline.” 

This response indicates that the respondent lost sight of the scope of the question and 

began focusing on all of the courses they teach. However, it also does not indicate that 

interdisciplinarity is taught as a nuanced element of AIS in singular courses, suggesting 

that students in one course may benefit from a focus on anthropology while students in 

another might glean insights of AIS through the lens of sociology. In any regard, this 

answer did not indicate teaching methods employed and so was not coded in the data for 

this question. An additional respondent answered that interdisciplinarity was not brought 

up in their course: “It’s not. Maybe it’s mentioned a few times.” (This respondent 

accordingly also chose the option of “A Few Times a Semester” for the question “How 

regularly is interdisciplinarity discussed in the classroom…?”.) For this reason, this 
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Use of In-Class vs. Out-of-Class Methods for Teaching 
Interdisciplinarity 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

out of class in class 

answer could not be coded into data for this survey question. Of the remaining four 

cogent answers, the following methods of instruction were given as examples: subject 

topics, readings, lectures, section assignments, discussions, assessments. As subject 

topics are foci that lend to units rather than methods of teaching, this response was not 

coded. Readings, assignments, and assessments were coded as out-of-class independent 

work that is completely student-driven. Lectures and discussions were coded as being in- 

class instruction during which students can ask questions, receive immediate feedback, 

and gain clarity. The following chart (fig. 4) reveals the discrepancy between which 

students are expected to explore interdisciplinarity out of class versus in class. 

 

 

Fig. 4. Pie chart indicates use of in-class versus out-of-class methods of teaching 

interdisciplinarity in introductory General Education AIS courses at PAC-12 universities. 

 

This chart shows a slight preference for having students do the work of learning about 

interdisciplinarity on their own. Beyond the slight discrepancy noted in Figure 4, the two 
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responses coded as “in-class” work, lectures and discussions, may be problematic 

methods for assuring students will gain deeper understanding of interdisciplinarity in 

AIS. If interdisciplinary understanding is a desired student outcome, outcome-based 

educational theory states that it must be factored into “the curriculum, instruction, 

assessment, and reporting … directly” (emphasis added) (Spady “Outcome…” 1827). 

Lectures, depending on the instructor, may or may not allow for students to ask questions 

and gain clarity. If a lecturer allows for no interruptions, speaking for an hour or more 

without fielding questions, they cannot gain feedback on students’ successful learning. 

Without full knowledge of a professor’s level of classroom engagement; how much 

active, participative learning takes place; and how much inactive note-taking occurs, 

considering the efficacy of in-class teaching methods becomes a hazy, problematic 

endeavor. 

 
This study resulted in no conclusions between the various demands placed on 

General Education courses and methods of introducing interdisciplinarity to students. In 

terms of teaching methodologies employed when instructing on interdisciplinarity, 

respondents indicated a wide variance; one gave a very nuanced list of differentiated 

teaching, and another gave the answer indicating that they do not introduce 

interdisciplinarity as a concept. This later respondent also heavily skewed data exploring 

how interdisciplinarity was approached in introductory General Education AIS courses 

that were both writing intensive and had Honor’s sections. I can conclude only by stating 

that a larger, more pointed study should be conducted to indicate with any finality how 

focus on fulfilling the needs of various university designations for General Education 
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curriculum may or may not impede upon the teaching of or pan-university consistent 

teaching of interdisciplinarity to AIS students. 

 
Another question, similar to that asking if students would be conversant on AIS’ 

interdisciplinarity by the end of the course, required respondents to reflect on the 

likelihood that their students would be able to specifically define and explain 

interdisciplinarity as a result of their teaching methods. These verbs are measurable 

outcomes that fall low in Bloom’s taxonomic categories of cognition; “defining” is the 

lowest level (Remembering) and “explaining” is the second lowest level (Understanding). 

If interdisciplinarity is as crucial to AIS as suggested in Chapter Two, even introductory 

students should be able to define it as they would any other key term and explain the 

meaning of the term in context of the course material. Six respondents gave cogent 

answers. One such respondent claimed that students “don’t need to be able to define, but 

they need to understand it and use it. It depends on the student.” This response suggests 

that interdisciplinarity in AIS is best encountered as praxis rather than as theory, at least 

by introductory students, and recalls that interdisciplinarity is – as yet – not consistently 

defined in the field or elsewhere in the academy. However, this response also indicates 

that teaching methodologies may allow some students to be able to adequately define and 

explain interdisciplinarity, “[depending] on the student.” Again, the level of student 

investment was not a part of this study although it bears heavily upon the idea of student 

outcomes in any course. Of the remaining five cogent answers, three indicated positive 

perceived outcomes. One suggested that this belief was due to use of texts from two 

different disciplines – anthropology and history – rather than differentiated teaching 

methods. This respondent gave no indication that other disciplines’ contributions to AIS 
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were focused on in other course materials. Another “yes” respondent explained that they 

“make a point of it and explain what literature and music can tell us that history and 

policy cannot.” The third “yes” respondent supported their views with “probably” and 

gave no anecdotal or specific measurable evidence to support their view. One of the two 

“no” responses gave a simple, one-word answer. The other explained that students were 

unlikely to be able to define or discuss “the specific nature of … interdisciplinarity [as it] 

is not taught even as its subjects are.” The idea of teaching AIS as a result of many 

overlapping disciplines is troubling. Given the value the field places on interdisciplinarity 

(as discussed in the last chapter), one should expect for the idea to be broached frequently 

with students directly and indirectly, in class and in individual assessments. The ODDM 

suggests that students have multiple and differentiated assessments to provide ample 

opportunity to indicate mastery learning. If instructors teach AIS as a series of subjects, 

students may never synthesize those subjects holistically and see AIS as more than a 

composite of what other fields can offer, a problem more largely seen in General 

Education distribution requirement models. Instructors teaching AIS’ interdisciplinarity 

to non-initiated students in this way risk having students unlikely to take another AIS 

course again walk away with a synecdochal understanding of the field instead of 

awareness of the interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity it practices. 

 
This study revealed that synecdoche rather than synthesis was an issue in student 

assessments as well as in instructor teaching methods. Two survey questions asked 

instructors to reflect on student work production with interdisciplinarity in mind 

(Appendix A). A four-part Likert scale question asked if assessments required students to 
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display knowledge of an interdisciplinary nature. Eight respondents gave answers, most 

of which were affirmative. 

Table 8 
 

Four-Part Likert Scale Responses to Survey Statement “Assessments in This Course 

Require Students to Display Knowledge of an Interdisciplinary Nature.” 

Answer Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 

Strongly Agree 4 50 

Somewhat Agree 2 25 

Somewhat Disagree 1 12.5 

Strongly Disagree 1 12.5 
 

Table 8 indicates that respondents were largely confident that their assessments 

demanded that students be able to do interdisciplinary work, a crucial component of AIS 

as a field. Requirements for General Education designations or other institutional 

considerations did not appear to effect half of survey respondents from assessing 

students’ ability to display interdisciplinary work. However, these responses are troubling 

given the infrequency with which students appear to receive any direct instruction on 

interdisciplinarity (Table 6; fig. 4). It would seem that students are expected – as one 

respondent claimed – to “do” interdisciplinarity without fully understanding it. Another 

survey question asked respondents to consider if students ever knowingly completed 

assignments that address interdisciplinarity in AIS. 

Table 9 
 

Rate of Yes Vs. No Responses to Survey Question “Do Students Ever Knowingly 

Complete Assessments That Address AI/NS’s Interdisciplinary Nature?” 



130 
 

  

 

Answer Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 

Yes 3 37.5 

No 5 62.5 
 
 

The stronger “no” response to this question does suggest that students are expected to do 

interdisciplinary work without much direct instruction on the concept or without the 

expectation that they will be able to define the term. Again, this may indicate that AIS is 

being taught as a series of disciplines rather than holistically as a discipline in its own 

right. It is necessary that instructors become more helpful in directly engaging with 

students on this topic so that they may knowingly and carefully pull from AIS’ cognate 

fields while completing coursework in ways that would better facilitate mastery learning. 

 
Taken in total, this survey reveals that instructors may expect too much from their 

students. While 75% of instructors offered less than weekly discussions on 

interdisciplinarity (Table 6), 75% expected students to be able to complete assessments 

demonstrating interdisciplinarity (Table 8), 75% assumed students would be conversant 

on the concept by the course’s end, and 37.5% assigned assessments that required 

students to knowingly demonstrate an understanding of interdisciplinarity. This 

discrepancy between what is being taught and what is expected to be learned is especially 

troubling in light of respondents’ unequivocal agreement that students being introduced 

to AIS understand the field’s interdisciplinary nature. 

Table 10 
 

Responses to Four-Part Likert Scale Statement “It is Necessary that Students Being 

Introduced to AI/NS Understand the Field’s Interdisciplinarity” 
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Answer Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 

Strongly Agree 6 75 

Somewhat Agree 2 25 

Somewhat Disagree 0 0 

Strongly Disagree 0 0 
 
 

Instructors completing this survey indicate a troubling discrepancy between what they 

feel should be taught, how and what they teach, and what they expect students to learn 

and be able to do as a successful marker of completing the course (i.e. student outcomes). 

 
Conclusions 

 
Introductory General Education courses in AIS have much work to do. Beyond 

rising above the academic “tokenism” (Riding In “American Indian Studies…” 70) that 

likely initiated the department or program, General Education guidelines must be adhered 

to for any number of designations – such as intercultural competence – assigned to the 

course at that university. How should one juggle a writing intensive seminar with an 

Honor’s section for non-majors or minors all while putting forth the major concepts of 

AIS (e.g. sovereignty) and its central attributes (e.g. interdisciplinarity)? Can instructors 

simply lay important nuances of the field aside or expect students to learn them without 

direction? The Association of American College’s A New Vitality in General Education: 

Planning Teaching, and Supporting Effective Liberal Learning by the Task Group on 

General Education promotes preserving disciplinary thought for introductory General 

Education students: 
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[W]e regard the introductory course in a discipline as an important aspect 

of general education. The introductory course … ought to become an 

object of special attention in planning general education. To whom does it 

introduce what? Many students who select an introductory level course 

will never take another course in the discipline, so it clearly does not 

introduce them to formal work in the field. One special goal of such a 

course should therefore be some guidance to these students how they can 

continue learning in the discipline on their own. (Katz 9) 

 
Because General Education introductory courses are not intended to ensure that students 

develop the skills required to enter into a career in that field, AIS instructors should not 

develop courses with the aim of assessing students on skills that demonstrate 

interdisciplinarity without full understanding of what interdisciplinarity is. Rather, they 

should focus on making students conversant in the field, in one way, by showing 

interdisciplinarity as “a framework for dealing with intellectually challenging questions 

that non-specialists raise or may be induced to raise about the discipline” (9). In this way, 

we eliminate one issue keeping students from receiving a more analogous understanding 

of AIS and its work across higher education institutions. 

 
In further answering the Association of American College’s question – “to whom 

does [the introductory course] introduce what?” – no introductory course should be given 

the additional burden of teaching incoming students about university structures. With so 

much work to do in introducing a field, its knowledges, and practices, giving students an 

overview of department structuring and the basic knowledge of what disciplines are is 

necessary work that should be done elsewhere. Students coming into introductory AIS 
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courses – and introductory courses offered in other interdisciplines – would be more 

capable of grasping the concept of interdisciplinarity, its contributions to human 

knowledge, and its appropriate uses in specific fields. Primed in this way, students could 

much more quickly and knowingly begin displaying interdisciplinary thinking. 

 
Interdisciplinarity should not be reserved for higher level classes intended for 

majors and minors but introduced to introductory, non-initiated students as an integral (if 

contested) component of how work in AIS is done. Indeed, the Boyer Report 

recommends that “[l]ower division courses should introduce students to interdisciplinary 

study” (23). Considerate of this recommendation, we can assure that General Education 

curricula does not water down the goals of AIS. Of course, one cannot account for 

differences in student ability or desire to learn about the depth and breadth of AIS as a 

discipline, but surely instructors could devote more consistent effort than the results of 

this study indicate is the norm in helping students conceptualize interdisciplinarity 

throughout an introductory General Education AIS course. The results of this study were 

inconclusive as to the relationship between General Education requirements being 

detrimental to the teaching of interdisciplinarity or how variance in General Education 

designations might create variance in teaching methodologies. Rather, this study indicates 

that instructors are the most important variable in the teaching of interdisciplinarity in 

introductory General Education AIS courses as the next chapter reveals. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: WHO TEACHES INTRODUCTORY GENERAL 
EDUCATION AMERICAN INDIAN STUDIES COURSES? 

 
Despite the power of rhetoric in the field, structuring within a university system, 

and the different General Education demands placed on a course in this study, the single 

greatest factor in if and how extra-disciplinarity will be taught is the instructor of record. 

Scholarship to emerge from AIS indicates that all are welcome into the field, as Duane 

Champagne asserts in the title of his article “American Indian Studies is For Everyone.” 

However, there are opposing thoughts on “the ethnic studies model” of relying on faculty 

housed in other departments, with degrees and academic attentions in areas other than 

AIS. Identity politics and academic backgrounds may suggest who can enter into and 

teach within AIS. Likewise, an instructor’s academic background may influence how 

they will teach a course. However, it is unknown if demographics are indicators of who 

will (not) teach extra-disciplinarity or how extra-disciplinarities will be taught. This 

chapter will first analyze AIS scholarship for indications that some identity factors and/or 

educational backgrounds are preferred in AIS scholars. It will then explore survey data 

for indications that biases may favor certain identities or backgrounds in hiring AIS 

instructors or that instructors’ demographic information has hidden implications for how 

they will think about and teach extra-disciplinarity in AIS as a possible learning outcome. 

 
Before embarking on this work, a point should be clarified in how literature 

analyses were performed. Namely, what is meant by terms like “American Indian 

scholar”? Does the qualifier “American Indian” refer to an identity or a scholarly focus? 

This chapter’s analyses rely on context for meaning. In creating clarity, the field will 

continue to be referred to as AIS, making all of those within the field AIS scholars. When 

bringing up identities, the distinction will be indicated by referencing American 
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Indian/Indigenous Studies scholars or scholars who are American Indian/Indigenous. 

However, no changes have been made to quotes as clarity can be gleaned from context. 

 
Who is AIS for? 

 
 

As a field of cultural study, some may consider the issue of non-Natives’ place in 

AIS. While AIS emerged from Native thought producers and activists, it quickly 

flourished into a discipline for anyone willing to accept and take on the mission of the 

field. Additionally, while women have historically occupied a minority space in AIS as 

in, more generally, the university, time has corrected this, and more women enjoy faculty 

positions in all disciplines. Demographics have an influential role in how students view 

their professors as is well documented in texts like Anne Statham, Laurel Richardson, 

and Judith A. Cook’s Gender and University Teaching: A Negotiated Difference and 

Gabriella Gutiérrez Y Muhs, Yolanda Flores Niemann, Carmen G. Gonzales and Angela 

P. Harris’ Presumed Incompetent: The Intersection of Race and Class for Women in 

Academia. This study and its small sample set indicate that AIS has a fairly balanced 

faculty body of Native to non-Native and male to female instructors teaching introductory 

courses. The only perceptible imbalance is in faculty members who hold AIS degrees to 

those with degrees outside of AIS; the latter, of course, dominate the discipline as AIS is 

a newer field, an interdiscipline, and its first doctoral program began recently in 1997. 

However, this study does not corroborate any notion that demographic features or 

educational background have a correlative relationship with how or how effectively the 

diverse pool of instructors to be found in AIS teach interdisciplinarity. 
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AIS is undoubtedly the result of efforts put forth by American Indian scholars and 

students. The 1970 Princeton First Convocation of American Indian Scholars entitled 

“Indian Voices” gathered over 200 American Indian scholars and began the collective 

work toward a formal entry into the academy for the new field of AIS (Warrior 4). 

(Interestingly, only two of the presenters were women [Warrior 5].) Likewise, those 

students who demanded that AIS become a discipline during civil rights protests in the 

1960s “were mainly urban Indians” (Duffie and Chavis Muhammad). According to 

Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, those Native scholars that initiated AIS as an academic field and 

movement “argued that being Indian was what mattered in the call for new 

epistemologies … But they were not arguing for the idea that there is a so-called 

privileged standpoint from which they as Indians could develop theories” (“Who 

Stole…?” 22). Rather, what they sought was autonomy, “a seat at the table, not only a 

seat at the table from which they had been excluded for four hundred years nor a seat as 

an ‘informant,’ but a primary seat as transformationists within the bounds of scholarship” 

(“Who Stole…?” 22). That seat was undoubtedly set as programs began and “were 

increasingly staffed by scholars of Native American or First Nations heritage” (Asikinack 

113). From these origins, though, many have made mention as to whom is welcome into 

AIS as a scholar or as a student. 

 
Cook-Lynn reflects on the divisiveness surrounding academic essentialism, or the 

idea that only Native Americans should participate in AIS in her essay “Who Stole 

Native American Studies?”. She states that some: 

 
Indian scholars have suggested that the term essentialism is, in fact, a 

defensible notion, that Indians must fight off domination by outsiders in 
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order to make themselves heard within their own experiences. Contrarily, 

essentialism has often been used pejoratively to defuse the idea that the 

Indian voice should be the major voice in Native American Studies. … 

Sound scholarship cannot develop from such essentialism, mainstream 

opposers say. They dismiss the idea that the truths of the colonized must 

take precedence in the discipline that is called Native American Studies as 

the only way to resist colonialism in academia and in real life. (20) 

 
In this passage, Cook-Lynn suggests that it is voice rather than identity that matters in 

promoting those causes closest to AIS. Indeed, she claims that “[n]o thoughtful Native 

scholar suggests that the primacy of the Native voice should exclude any other” (21). 

Ultimately, authenticity and identity are loaded subjects and, while relevant to the field, 

should not say more about AIS and its scholarship than the hard work and dedication of 

those willing to focus on and center Indigenous voices and concerns. 

 
All faculty members willing to perform appropriately to AIS standards appear to 

be welcome, but what of students? As major mainstream universities offer courses in 

AIS, the “audiences for American Indian college courses are often non-Indian students, 

and the courses are seen as ways to generate awareness and greater understanding” 

(Champagne “In Search of…” 354). However: 

 
we cannot reach everyone with AIS nor should we try. [According to 

Riding In], we must open our classes to those who are genuinely interested 

in studying matters of sovereignty, tribal empowerment, religious 

freedom, generational historical grief, decolonization, and cultural survival 
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in the face of colonialism. Those interested in New Age religion, 

shamanism, and denial should go elsewhere. (66) 

 
As with faculty, commitment and investment are a student’s likeliest methods of 

receiving welcome acceptance into the field. 

 
Clearly, AIS is – as Duane Champagne suggests – for everyone; however, its 

academic-activist stance suggests that agendas must be set by Indian Country. By 

“centering the voices and work of Indigenous communities and scholars” (Boxer 99), 

AIS maintains its focus and enters into work that is verifiably useful. Many contend that 

American Indian activists must lead the charge in creating activist fronts for those issues 

Indian Country faces (Baldy; Boxer; Cook-Lynn; Raheja). Likewise, AIS’s academic 

agendas – including teaching agendas – should be advanced by scholars and educators 

who are American Indian and claim their identities through experiential knowledge of 

their communities and cultures: “it would be advisable to rely on the pedagogies and 

approaches developed by Indigenous scholars and educators themselves who are most 

informed about the context of their communities and determined to preserve their own 

cultures and heritage” (Wood 402). Natchee Blu Barnd maintains that teaching AIS is – 

for her – “easy” because she is personally invested and sees it as a way of life (188). This 

does not mean that being an AIS instructor is impossible or even “difficult” for non- 

Native educators. When invested and knowledgeable, any AIS scholar with appropriate 

training can teach any capable and willing student. In this way, all AIS educators can 

practice theories and employ pedagogies that are relevant, useful, and helpful to their 

Native students in ways that carry no consequence to their non-Native students. AIS is 
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therefore comprised of a heterogenous group of scholars more bound, as Jace Weaver 

suggests, by mission than any specific feature including educational background. 

 
Academic Background and Entry into AIS 

 
AIS scholarship suggests that identity alone does not omit someone from entering 

into the field; in this regard, mindset and understanding of AIS’ mission are more 

important to the field than heritage or bloodline. However, Indian Country should and 

does drive the agenda for AIS’ academic-activism. Thus, an AIS scholar not fully 

understanding AIS and how to do its work should raise some alarms. In this way, 

academic background becomes the biggest possible area for scrutiny in determining who 

should enter the field as a participating scholar. Of course, the field was created by 

people with academic credentials in other disciplines. Since, many have contributed to 

AIS in significant ways from outside the field. One of these ways includes taking AIS’ 

critical interdisciplinarity to heart, in changing their field to demand better practices and 

habits when research concerns Indigenous topics (Mt. Pleasant, Wigginton, and 

Wisecup). In terms of education, the Arizona State University model of cross-listing 

courses demands that faculty from outside departments be able to demonstrate an 

understanding of their proposed course topic in ways appropriate to AIS (Boxer 99); it 

does not demand credentials, rather a demonstrated understanding. This may seem 

unnecessary for a course clearly meant to touch upon multiple disciplines, but AIS can 

note contentious treatment of Indigenous subjects as cause for its protective concern. 

Furthermore, as an interdiscipline, AIS must retain caution that its methods and ideas will 

take a backseat to other, more established fields with which its courses are cross listed. 

Like any distinctive field, one function of AIS being an area of study and creating its own 
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journals and associations is to vet those seeking entry. AIS plainly has a proven variety of 

means through which this done. 

 
Given the too-frequent reliance on faculty housed in other departments to serve as 

instructors for AIS courses, AIS scholars are wary of outside disciplines filtering Native 

content through the historically biased lenses of their fields. Being an interdiscipline, AIS 

attracts scholars from innumerable other fields. Whether or not scholars housed in other 

areas can adequately discuss and teach their Indigenous topics according to the standards 

put forth by AIS is another question. One can anticipate this concern stemming from a 

system in which “non-Native academics from a variety of other disciplines, such as art, 

history, political science, psychology, and sociology, … turn to Native American 

Studies” (Asikinack 113). Such a move might better reflect the scholarly output of these 

potential faculty members, but without a degree indicating that someone has been taught 

Indigenous content from an Indigenous Studies paradigm, they must be vetted by 

scholars in the field before becoming AIS/Indigenous Studies faculty. Extant AIS faculty 

must maintain the authority “to make critical decisions involving … hiring, promotion, 

and tenure” (Riding In “American Indian Studies…” 75). In this way, those with proven 

knowledge of the field act as gatekeepers, keeping out those more reliant on thought 

production to come from outside of AIS. Without this authority, AIS programs risk 

becoming too multidisciplinary, teaching students a watered down AIS from the 

perspectives of non-AIS fields that silo the cognate knowledges that inform uniquely AIS 

thoughts and practices. 

 
Again, this should not discredit the beneficial work that has been done for AIS by 

those with degrees – or faculty positions – outside the field: “Nonspecialists have 
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produced works that give us much upon which to reflect and that enrich our discourse” 

(Weaver 247). Proof of the benefits of AIS’ critical interdisciplinarity lay in “the way our 

work has been used and absorbed by those involved in other discourses” (Weaver 247). 

However, does this mean that those with degrees earned in other fields should still be 

called upon to represent AIS as faculty members? According to Mary Katharine Duffie 

and Ben Chavis Muhammad, “the ideal Indian Studies program should contain at least 6 

tenured/tenure-track lines … held by both male and female faculty, Indian and non- 

Indian scholars, alike. … The faculty should have earned doctorates in a wide array of 

disciplines” (emphasis added). The authors, from their 1997 vantage, make no mention of 

AIS doctorates holding these positions as the first AIS doctoral program was established 

in 1997; from a contemporary standpoint, however, to not consider the place of scholars 

with doctorates in AIS seems an oversight. Historically, AIS has had to rely on those 

from other fields, but this is no longer the case. There have always been and will always 

be those who can contribute greatly to the knowledge production of AIS although their 

academic training lay elsewhere. Thus, the best case may be the middle road wherein a 

program/department maintains “control over a core group of faculty, including hiring, 

promotion, and tenure, while maintaining close association with other faculty through 

interdepartmental appointments” (Larson 24). Faculty control in hiring is one way to 

properly vet potential incoming scholars, but roadblocks to crafting a faculty body of 

those truly invested in AIS and its established norms and practices exist elsewhere in the 

university. 

 
The ethnic studies model remains too easy to rely upon; it is both cost effective 

and answers the need for AIS faculty without accounting for a true understanding of or 
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investment in AIS. However, the “production of doctoral students in American Indian 

studies or more generally Indigenous studies worldwide is small” (Champagne “Is 

American Indian…” 78), and faculty must be provided to ensure longevity of programs. 

Additionally, faculty may come from Ethnic Studies programs that contain a possible 

focus in American Indian content. As more doctoral programs in AIS are created and 

more graduates enter into the field as faculty members, the need for affiliates or faculty 

members trained elsewhere in the academy may dwindle. Once more, this would depend 

on departmental autonomy to create curriculum and hire tenure-track faculty not expected 

to perform other additional duties for other departments. As Cook-Lynn has said, 

“Autonomy is a necessary condition to the development of the discipline” (28). In this 

way, university structuring and budgetary concerns create a roadblock for the creation of 

stronger AIS programs, faculty, curriculum, and courses. 

 
While we may hope for greater autonomy for AIS programs/departments in the 

future, this study is focused on creating a snapshot of the current state of AIS through 

how extra-disciplinarity is taught in introductory General Education courses. To this end, 

this study is interested in seeing how instructor backgrounds may or may not play a role 

in if and how an instructor teaches interdisciplinarity to students in these courses. It 

would seem to stand that in some ways, instructor decisions are rooted in their personal 

histories; for example, graduate students taught in a cognate field might never encounter 

AIS’ interdisciplinary nature in their own studies, making them unlikely to teach it as a 

feature of the field to their own students. AIS’ innate interdisciplinarity may be one of the 

factors that create a disparity between the obvious value of interdisciplinarity to the field 
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(as per scholarship and program and course descriptions) and the consistency with which 

is appears as a learning outcome in introductory courses. 

 
Research suggests that there are personality characteristics, that is characteristics 

without ties to demographic features or academic background that might seem more 

relevant to this study, which make scholars more and less likely to teach 

interdisciplinarity to undergraduates: “personality variables may be of real importance in 

determining whether a faculty member will (or will not) succeed as a member of an 

interdisciplinary undertaking” (Armstrong 56). Ultimately, it is one’s willingness to learn 

and reposition oneself outside of their core field that transcends other personal factors. To 

be a successful teacher of interdisciplinarity: 

 
the faculty member must be prepared to venture into perhaps uncharted 

waters, where he is essentially a neophyte, a learner as well as a teacher. 

In the process of stepping outside of his discipline he must prepare to learn 

new concepts, new vocabulary, and new uses of the concepts he may once 

have seen as the province of his discipline alone. Perhaps his most 

psychologically demanding task is to step out from under that comforting, 

protective blanket of theory whose gaps he has learned to accept and, 

often, ignore through years of socialization into his discipline. (Armstrong 

56) 

 
While considerations involving one’s identity and scholarly roots are points of interest in 

AIS scholarship, it is ultimately a willingness to operate with a spirit of growth that 

indicates an instructor’s potential to teach interdisciplinarily. “Some outstanding 
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disciplinary faculty members simply [cannot] make the necessary transition” (Armstrong 

56) to teaching interdisciplinarities. This study and its survey tool do not take these 

features into consideration, but they should not be forgotten even as this study combs 

survey results for correlation between demographic features, academic background, and 

the teaching of interdisciplinarity and compares thoughts and practices among instructors 

teaching similar courses at different institutions. If AIS makes for a happy home for 

scholars with diverse research agendas that sprawl throughout the university system, do 

any common features exist which suggest that some are more likely to teach 

interdisciplinarity to introductory students than others? 

 
Introductory Instructor Background and Beliefs Regarding Interdisciplinarity: Survey 
Data 

 

While 100% of survey respondents either strongly (75%) or somewhat (25%) 

agreed that it is necessary for students in introductory General Education courses to 

understand the field’s interdisciplinary nature (Table 10), there was not a consistent 

definition of interdisciplinarity to be found among the instructors. This was expected as a 

consistent definition does not currently exist across academia or in AIS. Many 

respondents gave answers that suggested multidisciplinarity: “Including multiple 

disciplines in the curriculum,” “The overlap of several different fields of inquiry,” “It 

touches upon more than one academic program/field of study,” “The use of different 

perspectives from different disciplines to provide a more nuanced understanding of the 

material,” and “Using a variety of different discipline-specific theoretical and 

methodological aspects to understand a phenomenon.” Interestingly, of these responses, 

only one views interdisciplinarity as a noun: “overlap of.” The rest of the responses that 

gave definitions that relied heavily on verbs: “touches upon,” and “use” or “using.” This 



145 
 

  

indicates that while standardized definitions of extra-disciplinary terms do not exist 

among these instructors – a problem that field-specific literature extends to the field of 

AIS – they see interdisciplinarity as something that is done, a methodology albeit a non- 

concrete one. 

 
One survey respondent gave a definition of interdisciplinarity and 

interdisciplinary work in line with that endorsed by this study. They shared some slides 

used from the second day of class that inform students of the concept of 

interdisciplinarity and its history in and role in AIS. First, the instructor tells students 

that: 

 
[e]arly programs in NAS [were] built on history, anthropology, and law, 

because these were the primary fields at the time with any developed 

material on Native peoples. Since then, expansion includes literature, 

political science, psychology, linguistics, economics, art and cultural 

studies, among others. 

 
After referring to the multiple fields that can inform AIS, the instructor defines holism as 

“the theory that the parts of any whole cannot exist and cannot be understood except in 

their relation to the whole; holism asserts that the whole is more than simply the sum of 

its parts.” To support this definition, they use the metaphor of a single strand of yarn 

(disciplinary knowledge) to the whole of a rug (AIS). Finally, they concludes with the 

following quote from N. Scott Momaday’s The Way to Rainy Mountain: 

 
Once in his life, a man ought to concentrate his mind on the remembered 

earth, I believe. He ought to give himself up to a particular landscape in 
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his experience, to look at it from as many angles as he can, to wonder 

about it, to dwell upon it. He ought to imagine that he touches it with his 

hands at every season and listens to the sounds that are made upon it. He 

ought to imagine the creatures there and all the faintest motions of the 

wind. He ought to recollect the glare of noon and all the colors of dawn 

and dusk. (Momaday 83) 

 
The instructor sums up by saying that “Interdisciplinarity allows us to ‘take it all in.’” 

This is a thoughtful approach that is likely to be effective for many students; not only do 

they differentiate the lesson for a student body of diverse learners (an historical example, 

a dictionary-like definition, a metaphor, a quote from a Native author, and a short 

summary are all used here), they move students through multidisciplinarity (the origins of 

AIS from across many extant fields) into an understanding of true interdisciplinarity. 

 
This study suggests that at least one in six instructors of introductory General 

Education AIS courses is directly reflecting at least some of the extra-disciplinary work 

of the field in classrooms. None of the respondents gave an answer that suggested they 

did or did not teach transdisciplinarity work in AIS. This is a likely consequence of not 

being directly asked specifically about transdisciplinary learning; it may, however, also 

reflect instructor emphasis of other material, a belief that students at an introductory level 

do not need to think about academic projects in the real world, a concerted effort to focus 

on other material/concepts, or something else entirely. It is, however, unwise to ask 

students at this level to engage in transdisciplinary work themselves; too many are simply 

not likely to remain committed to Indian Country in a hands-on way beyond the scope of 

their General Education course. However, transdisciplinarity as a direct way for AIS 
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academic programs to benefit Native Nations should be a point of discussion in 

introductory courses. This study could not confirm that lessons with this goal were or 

were not taking place. If they were, this study also could not confirm that students were 

meeting learning objectives like understanding the place of Native knowledge keepers as 

participants in transdisciplinary work. 

 
Another question (also discussed in Chapter Three), asked respondents if they 

believed that the majority of their students were capable of defining and explaining 

interdisciplinarity in the field as a result of their teaching methods. Again, many gave 

responses that better lent themselves to a discussion on multidisciplinarity: for example, 

“the nature of … interdisciplinarity is not taught even as its subjects are” (emphasis 

added). The focus for this instructor is the variety of subjects – as these are meant to be 

survey courses – but not necessarily their synthesis into an AIS-specific paradigm. Other 

responses were vague, indicating that AIS’ multidisciplinarity was definitely displayed 

for students but interdisciplinary lessons may not have taken place: “students start the 

first third of the course with an Anthro text, then move on to historical sources for the 

remainder of the course,” and I “explain what literature and music can tell us that history 

and policy cannot.” (However, this last response comes from the instructor who gave the 

very thorough explanation of interdisciplinarity to his students on the second day of class. 

I am confident, therefore, that these cognate disciplines are interdisciplinarily presented 

for students in his classroom.) This suggests that instructors show students that AIS 

draws from several disciplinary wells, but students may or may not see AIS 

synecdochally rather than through an interdisciplinary lens. If interdisciplinary 
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understanding is a desired learning outcome for these courses, the techniques used by 

respondents may not be effective enough. 

 
The possibility that students may misunderstand AIS as a multi- rather than inter- 

or transdisciplinary field is especially troubling given that 100% of survey respondents 

either strongly (75%) or somewhat (25%) agreed that it was necessary for students being 

introduced to AIS to understand the field’s interdisciplinarity (Table 10). While 50% 

strongly and 25% somewhat agreed that they were regularly teaching interdisciplinarity 

in their introductory General Education AIS courses, 12.5% strongly disagreed and 

12.5% somewhat disagreed with this point (Table 7). It would appear that some 

instructors might be teaching multidisciplinarity as interdisciplinarity by focusing on 

discrete subjects but not necessarily on their synthesis. This confusion may be the cause 

for the instructors’ 25% response rate that their students would be unable to display 

conversance in AIS’ interdisciplinarity (Table 5); if interdisciplinarity is never taught 

directly as such or modeled for students, how could they be expected to achieve 

understanding? Based on answers to open-ended questions, this study is inconclusive on 

the point of whether multidisciplinarity or interdisciplinarity is displayed for students 

through course materials and how topics are covered. 

 
In sum, there appears to be not just a lack of cohesion between instructor teaching 

methods and their perceived student outcomes; there is also a difference in instructors’ 

perceived value of interdisciplinarity to AIS and their devotion to teaching this principle 

to introductory students. Of course, one cannot adequately teach an idea that one does not 

have a firm understanding of or which is inconsistent throughout one’s field; as there 

currently isn’t a standard definition of interdisciplinarity found in AIS or even curriculum 
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studies, it seems obvious that this study would not be able to find a singular definition 

among all of the instructors surveyed. However, almost all instructors surveyed see 

interdisciplinarity as a necessary component of AIS. 

 
Table 11 

 

Responses to Four-Part Likert Scale Statement: “Interdisciplinarity is a Necessary 

Component of American Indian/Native Studies” 

Answer Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 

Strongly Agree 6 75 

Somewhat Agree 1 12.5 

Somewhat Disagree 1 12.5 

Strongly Disagree 0 0 
 

If this holds true to a larger demographic, 87.5% of AIS instructors teaching introductory 

General Education courses feel that interdisciplinarity is crucial to their field. 

Interestingly, one respondent indicated that they somewhat disagree with this point but 

still felt that students introduced to the field should be made to understand its 

interdisciplinarity (Table 10). Issues concerning stable definitions and the value of extra- 

disciplinarities to AIS novitiates must be addressed by the field; without this conversation 

taking place, introductory students and degree-seekers alike will continue to receive 

uneven educations concerning the functions of the field. 

 
Experience as an instructor of introductory General Education courses is a 

possible factor in how teaching interdisciplinarity in AIS is taught to its non-initiate 

students. General Education courses carry the burden of high student enrollment (a 
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desirable feature that helps keep many departments financially afloat) but frequently do 

not attract the very best scholars as instructors due to their introductory focus and 

possible low-level of student engagement. As such, General Education courses are 

“commonly taught within large classroom or auditorium settings, with the ‘highest 

student-faculty ratio,’ by the least committed, ‘weakest,’ and most inexpensive faculty” 

(Zai quoting Klein, Gaff, and Irvin 206). At many universities, this description would 

apply to graduate instructors rather than faculty. Survey data for this study does not 

corroborate that faculty teaching introductory General Education courses lack 

commitment. Responses to a question asking how long the instructor had been teaching 

this course (Table 12) ranged from 1 to 20 years. 

 
Table 12 

 

Response Data to Open-Ended Question “Years of Experience Teaching This Course” 
 
 

Set = {1, 3, 3, 8, 15, 16, 20} 
 

Range = 19 
 

Average = 9.43 
 
 

Although the range shows 19 years of experience between the instructors with the 

shortest and those with the longest careers teaching this course, the average of the seven 

responses was 9.43 years. This is not an insignificant time to dedicate to a single course. 

Furthermore, most of the respondents claimed to have a Ph.D. (Table 12), a sign that 

these courses are taken seriously by the program/department and are not given casually to 

graduate student teachers who do not possess a minimum of a bachelor’s degree. 
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Table 13 
 

Responses to Survey Question “Highest Level of Education” 
 
 

Total Number 10 

 
Ph.D. 

 
8 

 
Master’s 

 
2 

 
 

Considered together, Tables 11 and 12 indicate that introductory General Education AIS 

courses are instructed largely by educated, committed, and practiced educators who have 

had adequate time to develop this course. 

 
However, ability and experience do not necessarily indicate a desire to teach 

interdisciplinarity specifically. While all respondents agreed that interdisciplinarity 

should be taught to students being introduced to the field (Table 10), only 75% of 

respondents thought they taught this feature of AIS regularly (Table 7). It should also be 

noted that only 25% of respondents claimed to teach interdisciplinarity either daily or 

weekly, 25% did so monthly, and 50% did so just a few times a semester (Table 6). The 

survey tool also asked if they were more or less likely teach interdisciplinarity directly to 

students based on their experience teaching this course (Table 14). 

 
Table 14 

 

Responses to Multiple Choice Survey Question “As You Have Gained Experience 

Teaching This Course, Have You Become More or Less Likely to Include Direct 

Instruction on Interdisciplinarity?” 
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Answer Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 

 
Much More 

 
0 

 
0 

 
Somewhat More 

 
1 

 
12.5 

 
About the Same 

 
7 

 
87.5 

 
Somewhat Less 

 
0 

 
0 

 
Much Less 

 
0 

 
0 

 
 

The only respondent to indicate that they had become more inclined to include direct 

instruction on interdisciplinarity had eight years of teaching experience, the median 

number in the set of years of teaching experience. This would suggest that experience 

does not necessarily make one more or less likely to teach interdisciplinarity. 

 
Unsurprisingly, race and gender also appear to have no bearing on whether an 

instructor will teach interdisciplinarity. The meager survey responses indicate a fairly 

even split between Native and non-Native instructors and male and female instructors 

(Table 15). Hopefully, this indicates a better balance between men and women in AIS 

than was initially recorded at the 1970 meeting of American Indian scholars at Princeton. 

The survey gave American Indian/Alaska Native, White, Black/African American, Asian, 

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and Other as possible racial categories. Gender options 

were male, female, and other. 
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Table 15 
 

Answers to Demographic Survey Questions Regarding Race and Gender Identity of 
 

Respondents   

Identity Feature Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 

 
American Indian 

 
6 

 
43 

 
White 

 
7 

 
50 

 
Another Race 

 
1 

 
7 

 
Male 

 
7 

 
50 

 
Female 

 
7 

 
50 

 

Table 15 indicates a fairly even spilt in demographic features among instructors teaching 

introductory General Education AIS courses. The respondent who indicated that they 

belonged to a race not listed in the survey did not specify what racial category or 

categories they feel they best fit into. All respondents who answered one of these 

demographic questions answered both of them. For this reason, demographic answers can 

also be compiled to reflect racial and gendered designations together (fig. 5). 
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Combined Racial and Gender Demographic Information 

White and Male White and Female American Indian and Male 

American Indian and Female Other and Male 

Figure 5 
 
 

 

Fig. 5. Pie chart indicates combinations of racial and gender identities of survey 

respondents. 
 

 

Figure 5 shows that non-Native men are slightly less likely to enter into the field than 

other groups; American Indian men, American Indian women, and white women enter 

into the field at the same rate. There was not a strong correlation between any 

demographic identity and teaching practice or belief regarding interdisciplinarity that 

appeared in this survey. 

 
While most instructors who responded to this survey indicated that they had 

earned doctoral degrees (Table 13), most stated that the field of their highest earned 

degree was not in AIS (Table 16). 
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Table 16 
 

Responses to Survey Question “Field of Degree” as Split into Two Categories: AIS and 
 

Non-AIS  

Answer Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 

 
AIS 

 
2 

 
28.5 

 
Non-AIS 

 
5 

 
71.5 

 

Table 16 shows that many teaching introductory General Education AIS courses did not 

spend the bulk of their highest earned degree being trained in the field directly. This is a 

result of the fact that the first AIS doctoral program began in 1997 and the fact that AIS 

has so many entry points from throughout the academy as a natural interdiscipline. There 

were no correlations to be found between AIS and non-AIS degree-holders and teaching 

methods regarding interdisciplinarity, common definition of the term, or regularity with 

which interdisciplinarity was taught to introductory students. Most respondents stated 

that they earned degrees in the social sciences and humanities; responses given for non- 

AIS fields included “humanities,” “American Studies,” “History,” and “English.” This 

corroborates Michael Yellow Bird’s concern that there is an imbalance in the academic 

interests of AIS faculty, that the field is “top heavy with folks from the humanities” (95). 

 
Of the two respondents who were trained in AIS, one had a Ph.D. and the other a 

master’s degree. They offer several interesting points of comparison in this study. 

Although one is male, and the other female, they are both American Indian. They 

represent the most and least experience teaching this course (1 and 20 years, 
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respectively). They also show a stark contrast in beliefs regarding interdisciplinarity. The 

respondent holding a master’s degree indicated that they disagreed with the notion that 

interdisciplinarity is necessary to AIS; they were the only survey respondent to indicate 

this belief. They additionally disagreed that as students their own professors reinforced 

the value of interdisciplinarity. The doctorate indicated very different beliefs, strongly 

agreeing that interdisciplinarity was necessary to AIS and that their professors reinforced 

the value of interdisciplinarity. These discrepancies indicate that extra-disciplinarity in 

AIS is unevenly taught even at the graduate level and/or that the field remains split on 

issues concerning the importance of extra-disciplinarity to working in AIS, a feature of 

the field that ensures that interdisciplinarity is differently taught among different 

educators and in different institutional settings. 

 
Interestingly, although AIS is an interdiscipline and one staffed heavily by people 

to emerge from fields in the humanities and social sciences, this survey indicated an 

uneven response in instructor understanding of intersectionality. Coined in 1989 by 

Kimberlé Crenshaw, the term intersectionality calls attention to the “ways in which (1) 

sociocultural identities are multifaceted or multidimensional and (2) social relations, 

social structures, and human experiences are often organized according to various 

intersecting and often hierarchical axes of identity” (Lizzio 1228). Because it considered 

identity markers, hierarchical positionalities, and marginalized perspectives, 

intersectionality “has garnered currency in an array of fields in the humanities and social 

sciences, including within law, education, psychology, politics, anthropology, literary and 

media studies, cultural studies, technology studies, management studies, dis/ability 

studies, and masculinity studies” (Lizzio 1228). Because of its broad use in academic 
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work and abundant use in areas that impact and inform AIS, it is worthy of note that 

those working in AIS are unfamiliar with this term that finds such easy application in a 

field like AIS. It also raises the question of how well versed one should be in AIS’ 

cognate disciplines to be able to fully grasp or be said to have mastered AIS and its 

nuances; it is impossible an unexpected for someone in AIS to have full working 

knowledge of all cognate disciplines, another sign of the field’s interdisciplinary nature. 

Survey data suggests that most instructors of introductory General Education AIS courses 

are unfamiliar with this term. The strong representation from fields that rampantly use the 

term intersectionality found in this study is, however, troubling. Seven respondents 

answered the survey question “What aspects of your own intersectionality do you think 

most impact your teaching of this course, if any?”. One did not give a response that 

answered the question: “I only want to go on.” Another indicated that they were 

“unsure.” This response could mean that they had not confronted their own positionality 

as a teacher of AIS or possibly that they were unsure of the use of “intersectionality.” In 

any case, this response could not be coded with confidence and so was omitted. Of the 

remaining five responses, two instructors indicated that they did not understand the term; 

one asked for a definition, the other stated that “[they were] not sure [they] understand.” 

These two instructors held a master’s degree in AIS and a Ph.D. in an unspecified field. 

The remaining three gave responses that suggest familiarity with this concept: “all of 

them,” “none,” and being “female and LGBTQ.” Respectively, these instructors were an 

American Indian male with a Ph.D. in American Studies, an American Indian female 

with a Ph.D. in an unspecified field, and a white female with a master’s degree in 
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English. There was no correlation between their other beliefs or experiences in teaching 

that might shed further light on this connection. 

 
In focusing on those instructors with the least experience, several interesting 

points of comparison appear. They are the three instructors who indicated that they 

discuss interdisciplinarity “a few times during the semester” (Table 6). While two were 

unsure as to the definition of intersectionality, one was not. They all had different beliefs 

on the role of interdisciplinarity in AIS; one strongly agreed that it was necessary to AIS, 

one agreed, and one disagreed. When answering if they were taught to value 

interdisciplinarity by their professors, one indicated that the question was not applicable 

as they did not take AIS courses, and the other two disagreed with this idea. 

Demographically, they are a white man who received a Ph.D. in an unnamed non-AIS 

field, an American Indian woman who received a master’s in AIS in 1997, and a white 

woman who received a master’s in English in 2012. The years these degrees were earned 

represent the earliest and latest dates for degrees earned in this study. Thus, the idea that 

the likelihood of teaching interdisciplinarity has dropped in those with little experience 

teaching introductory General Education courses cannot be tied to degree or year of 

graduation by using this study’s survey results. 

 
Of the three respondents with the most experience teaching this course, more 

cohesion can be found. While they represent various fields (History, AIS, and American 

Studies), they are all men with Ph.Ds. Two are American Indian and one indicated 

“other” for his racial designation. When comparing the groups with the most and least 

experience, it would appear that AIS has gained more traction with women and non- 

Natives over time (Table 15, fig. 5). Interestingly, AIS does not appear to have gained 
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any more preference for hiring faculty with educational backgrounds in AIS over time 

even as three pure doctoral programs have been established since 1997 (Tippeconnic Fox 

and Tippeconnic III 34). (This assumes that those with more teaching experience are 

more established faculty members which may not be the case as course loads are liable to 

change yearly.) Although the field has become demographically more diverse, it is still 

interdisciplinary in hiring practices (regardless of staffing models) although it remains 

uneven in imparting the importance of extra-disciplinarity even as part of graduate 

program outcomes. 

 
One respondent to the survey took issue with the concept that interdisciplinarity 

should be taught in courses. They said, “AIS faculty typically teach several courses 

across different disciplines. This is because, like many ethnic studies depts., we are 

typically understaffed. So interdisciplinarity does not exist within a course- but within the 

major” (emphasis added). First, it is more beneficial to attach core AIS faculty to these 

courses where possible; affiliate faculty may be too focused on the demands of their 

home departments and are unlikely to be nuanced in the cognate fields and specific 

methodologies of AIS. Second, if interdisciplinarity is the significant issue that the field’s 

literature suggests it is (as delineated in Chapter Two), surely students at all levels should 

be made aware of it. Furthermore, 100% of this study’s respondents agreed that it was 

necessary that students being introduced to AIS understand the field’s interdisciplinarity 

(Table 10). Creation of more autonomous departments and team teaching would answer 

the points brought up by this respondent while honoring interdisciplinary teaching in 

introductory General Education AIS courses. 
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The problem of teaching interdisciplinarity in AIS appears to stem beyond this 

study’s focus on introductory General Education courses. James Riding In recounts his 

experiences as a graduate student in AIS at UCLA during the 1980s: 

 
Although the coursework was rigorous and demanding, the program 

suffered from its interdisciplinary structure. Coming from an array of 

disciplines including history, law, anthropology, English, and music, the 

mostly non-Indian professors taught from the perspectives and canons of 

their respective disciplines. (emphasis added) (“American Indian 

Studies…” 68) 

 
Duffie and Chavis Muhammad’s study as well as Champagne’s comments suggest that 

transdisciplinarity as well is not being taught even to those successfully completing 

degrees in AIS. Nonetheless, Riding In appears to blame the structuring of the 

department for the lack of cohesion he experienced as a student. From his language, I 

assume that UCLA’s department in the 1980s was much like that of the respondent to the 

survey suggesting that interdisciplinarity was a concept beyond the purview of a single 

course. A major problem with AIS departments today is that faculty are often cobbled 

together from across the university rather than holding a singular appointment in an AIS 

department/program. Joint appointment “arrangements, often with anthropology, English, 

or religious studies, almost always result in extreme difficulty for those who attempt to 

focus on the [AIS] side of their appointment” (Larson 27). Having a faculty housed only 

within an AIS department or program with academic rather than an administrative 

oversight is a necessary first step that will have many positive outcomes for AIS as a 

developing field, including having instructors conversant in AIS as a field and inter- and 
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transdisciplinarity as clearly understood, crucial concepts to that field. This would mean 

bringing more balance to faculty backgrounds to reflect interdisciplinarity. 

 
One respondent summed up the confusing lack of correlation between several 

outcomes in this survey by stating that “[i]nterdisciplinarity is a natural component of 

AIS but [they do] not believe it is something to be ‘taught’ as such.” It is unclear if they 

are suggesting that this belief is held for introductory General Education classes focused 

on in this study or if it extends to all AIS courses and programs of study. Either way, the 

proposal to not teach interdisciplinarity directly will result in unawareness for those 

students studying AIS to satisfy General Education requirements or as part of their major 

or minor program of study. Assuming AIS generally and AIS introductory General 

Education AIS courses specifically should be teaching interdisciplinarity, how can the 

instructor/s, department, and university facilitate student learning of interdisciplinarity? 

 
Conclusions 

 
Unsurprisingly, identity politics were not a factor in if or how an instructor was 

likely to teach interdisciplinarity in introductory AIS courses. The literature to emerge 

from AIS (discussed above) concerning identity politics as related to one’s entry into AIS 

indicates that identity has been considered and deemed to be an inconsequential factor in 

whether or not one can fruitfully participate in AIS’ work. Likewise, this study found no 

correlation between identity features and likelihood of teaching interdisciplinarity. What 

this study did uncover was that introductory AIS instructors do not fit the typical mold of 

General Education instructors as instructionally weak and uncommitted (Zai quoting 

Klein, Gaff, and Irvin 206). Rather, the typical teaching career for someone instructing 

introductory General Education AIS courses is a long one; most respondents indicated 
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that they had been teaching this course for over five years, a significant portion of one’s 

career. While this survey noted a commitment to teaching introductory courses in both 

responses and in years of experience, it also notes that experience did not typically make 

one more or less likely to teach interdisciplinarity. 

 
This survey indicates that while some instructors include direct instruction on the 

holistic nature of knowledge in AIS framed as interdisciplinary knowledge, others may 

be teaching from a more multidisciplinary approach, using resources from AIS’ cognate 

disciplines to teach a multidisciplinarity that this survey could not determine ever 

branched into interdisciplinary teaching. Furthermore, the survey tool used never 

specifically mentioned transdisciplinary instruction and so this survey cannot determine 

to what level students in introductory courses are aware of the impacts of AIS’ 

transdisciplinary research. This all still leaves the question of the level to which students 

are synthesizing the knowledge AIS draws from across the university. Another study that 

examines classroom instruction and course materials would be better able to determine 

efficacy of teaching strategies with the goal of students’ extra-disciplinary understanding 

in mind. 

 
This study uncovered several interesting points of agreement among the 

instructors surveyed. First, there is near consensus that interdisciplinarity is a method, 

something that is done. This conclusion is derived from the use of verbs found in 

instructor definitions of interdisciplinarity and is in line with this study’s two methods of 

interdisciplinarity: critical and instrumental. Secondly, there is complete agreement that 

students entering into the field should understand its interdisciplinary nature. However, 

there can be no uniformity to what an understanding of interdisciplinarity looks like or 
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how it can be measured until AIS – if not the academic landscape more broadly – defines 

extra-disciplinary terms. Regardless of this lack of concrete definition in AIS, the 

majority of instructors agree that it is important to the field. Yet, without concrete 

definition, it would seem that students are not leaving their AIS courses or degree 

programs with a universal understanding of interdisciplinarity the same way that they 

might be able to define and discuss other key terms for which AIS has established 

concrete definitions. 

 
For example, one of the most interesting points to emerge from this study 

suggests that interdisciplinarity is unevenly taught in degree programs. Two introductory 

instructors with degrees in AIS held opposing views on the value of interdisciplinarity to 

AIS. The respondent who indicated that interdisciplinarity was not a valued component 

of AIS had instructors who did not emphasize interdisciplinarity; the one who valued it 

had instructors who did as well. One must wonder if this correlation extends throughout 

the field, and – if so – does it indicate that we (de)value what we are (not) taught? Do we 

go on to teach primarily what we ourselves were taught? If this is the case, the 

differences in definitions, valuations, and amount of instructional time spent discussing 

extra-disciplinarity will yield in quite different interpretations of AIS and how it 

functions depending on who was teaching the course or in the program at the time. The 

issue becomes especially complex when one considers that many scholars and instructors 

of AIS do not have degrees in AIS. 

 
Looking at the beliefs of instructors as tied to their backgrounds uncovered more 

questions than it answered. What is clear, however, is that AIS should engage in debate 

over how our field defines extra-disciplinary terms and when in a course of study they 
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should be introduced to students. It may be that some instructors will emerge as having 

personalities better suited to the teaching of interdisciplinarity than others (Armstrong 

56). This study did not act as a personality framework and can therefore not comment on 

this noteworthy possibility. This study did find, however, some indication that valuation 

of interdisciplinarity is passed down to some, but not all, AIS students who go on to teach 

it themselves. An imbalance of this nature suggests that the field must return to some 

level of debate in which we address extra-disciplinarity and the value it has brought to 

our field. Such a debate would doubtless inform the consistency with which we see extra- 

disciplinary learning outcomes in our introductory students. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION 
 
 

Although it is a newer discipline in the academy, American Indian Studies has 

undoubtedly changed more established disciplines in ways that align with its stance as an 

academic-activist field. This has been done primarily through critical interdisciplinarity, 

that key component of AIS’ extra-disciplinary toolbox that evaluates the manner in which 

other disciplines treat topics involving Indigenous people and cultures. Media Studies, 

History, Anthropology, Education, Economics, Environmental Resource Management, 

and any other field that has a place in the crosshairs of AIS has been pushed toward more 

thoughtful consideration of Indigenous topics and ways of knowing. 

 
This improvement to the world of academia comes despite historical tensions 

within AIS regarding its own interdisciplinary leanings. While some scholars like Duane 

Champagne and Elizabeth Cook-Lynn find fault with use of interdisciplinary as a 

technique or methodology in AIS, others like James Riding-In refer to interdisciplinary 

models of staffing that undermine departmental/programmatic autonomy or what I call 

the ethnic studies model. Those who are against extra-disciplinary methods in AIS 

suggest that reliance on outside methods will curtail the development of new theories and 

methods unique to AIS. Time has proven these individuals incorrect. While new theories 

and methods have emerged from within AIS, critical interdisciplinary has changed – 

rather than relied upon – other fields’ practices. For example, History has come to 

acknowledge Indigenous ways of knowing, relying appropriately on Indigenous methods 

of record keeping instead of solely on archived materials which too often are impacted by 

the biases and misunderstandings of settler colonists. Work toward this result has not 
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stopped work like historian Matthew Jones’ text retelling the Indigenous side of a 

meeting between Lewis and Clark and Otoe-Missourias in a mix of Otoe-Missouria and 

English. Instead, extra-disciplinarity and innovation complement and enhance one 

another, helping AIS in its mission to benefit Indian Country in different but 

complimentary ways. 

 
Other voices have shown that extra-disciplinarities can serve as temporary 

placeholders until more original theories and methods emerge specific to use in AIS. 

Scott Richard Lyons and Richard Meyers – among others not reviewed in this study – 

suggest that new subjects and ways of exploring them will emerge from any lively 

discipline, and AIS is a lively discipline. To expect that the field silo itself away from 

others as it continues to grow is not a realistic or desirable goal. Rather, as AIS develops 

new lines of inquiry along with the methods necessary to explore them adequately it must 

also integrate itself into the academy, accompanying and critiquing other fields’ theories 

and methods. 

 
Many scholars, among them Elise Boxer, Howard Meredith, Robert Warrior, and 

Jace Weaver, appear to have always welcomed interdisciplinarity into the field. In doing 

so, AIS’ complexity is confronted as making unifying theories that will find use 

throughout the discipline and its many possible areas of research is all but impossible. 

The idea that every AIS scholar should be up-to-date on every one of AIS’ cognate 

disciplines is similarly improbable. Extra-disciplinarity simply allows for more 

possibility, more ways of considering Indigenous topics from within and without the 

academy and tackling them from the appropriate framework. Furthermore, enough field- 

specific theories and methodologies have emerged and subsequently been employed to 
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indicate that extra-disciplinarity generally and interdisciplinarity specifically do not 

impede AIS’ internal growth as a distinctive field. Other fields in the academy indicate 

that critical interdisciplinarity has improved their ways of contending with Indigenous 

subject. To use History again as an example, reliance on archived materials that cataloged 

the recorded thoughts, feelings, and motives of Euro-American settlers but not those of 

their Native analogs are now acknowledged as holding incomplete and biased versions of 

the story. Clearly, AIS has impacted the academy in positive ways due in part to its 

acceptance of extra-disciplinarities. Additionally, AIS relies on transdisciplinarity to 

actively work outside of university systems, directly impacting the Native communities it 

promises to assist in its academic-activist mission. Although scholarly voices have 

historically been pro-, anti-, and begrudgingly tolerant of extra-disciplinarities, extra- 

disciplinary methods have contributed immensely to AIS three-pronged approach in its 

mission to aide Indian Country: through development of unique theories and practices, 

engagement in critical and instrumental interdisciplinarity, and most directly through 

transdisciplinarity. However, the field – as well as the rest of academia – does not benefit 

from the lack of solid definitions of extra-disciplinary terms. 

 
Over time, AIS has relied on extra-disciplinary terms despite a lack of solid 

definitions from inside or outside the field. Still, these terms continue to be used in 

literature to emerge from the field as well as in course and program descriptions. This 

study did not originally intend to explore the use of these terms and how they might 

impact graduate students and their understandings. However, results suggest a need for 

AIS to form solid definitions to extra-disciplinary terms as it so frequently uses them in 

graduate program descriptions, implying to future generation of scholars that they should 
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have mastered a certain set of skills that carry no discipline-wide meaning. How can 

mastery learning take place when one cannot even define (the lowest level of Bloom’s 

cognitive framework) with certainty the core concept one is expected to have mastered? 

Furthermore, this study’s review of literature and data suggests meager coaching for 

degree-seeking students in transdisciplinary methods (i.e., hands-on work with Native 

Nations) in favor of a focus on library research (Duffie and Chavis Muhammad) and that 

the field is imbalanced in scholarly backgrounds with those from the humanities and 

social sciences far outnumbering those from STEM fields (Yellowbird). This imbalance 

may be caused by the fact that scholars from the humanities have a higher capacity for 

integrating their work with that from other fields; the humanities and social sciences are 

home to more natural interdisciplines. Those from other interdisciplines might find a 

more natural home in a field like AIS, but those studying STEM from AIS perspectives 

will continue to have few scholarly mentors to look up to. Although not directly related to 

this study’s focus on teaching introductory AIS students, these considerations carry 

ramifications for AIS and its continued ability to cull knowledge from multiple and 

diverse resources in and out of the academy. 

 
What has been unclear from the beginning of this study is to what degree extra- 

disciplinarity has been included as a learning outcome to those General Education 

students just entering into AIS, maybe for the only time in their academic careers. 

Introductory courses are meant to provide students with a foundational understanding of a 

field, and extra-disciplinarities are a foundational component of AIS. As a discipline, 

AIS’ literature indicates that interdisciplinarity has more recently been acknowledged as 

a fundamental part of the field; scholars have become prone to describing AIS as an 
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interdisciplinary field without commentary on the strengths or weakness of such a 

designation. General Education courses have the possibility of making any number of 

demands on a course depending on a university’s General Education framework and the 

course’s designations. Adhering to these multifaceted demands puts a strain on course 

design in any introductory classroom and especially so for a field as dynamic and 

interdisciplinary as AIS. However, as a word without a singular, clear definition, how 

interdisciplinarity is defined and covered – if it is at all – in a course is largely up to the 

instructor/s teaching the course. Each instructor brings their own definitions, beliefs, 

educational backgrounds, and biases toward extra-disciplinarity into their classroom. Just 

as extra-disciplinary terms are used unevenly in academia, their value to AIS is treated 

unevenly as a learning outcome in AIS General Education introductory courses although 

one can easily see its value as delineated in scholarship and program and course 

descriptions. 

 
Broader Considerations: An Exploration of Other Program and Course Descriptions 

 
 

This study has shown that extra-disciplinarities are fundamental to AIS and its 

work through creating a literature review of publications within the field, conceptualizing 

AIS’ three-pronged approach (creating new theories, using critical and instrumental 

interdisciplinarity, and engaging in transdisciplinary projects outside of the academy), 

and reviewing program and course descriptions from PAC-12 AIS departments/programs 

and introductory courses. In order to more fully explore how fundamental extra- 

disciplinarities are to AIS, one must also examine departments and programs from 

outside the PAC-12 system. Such an examination sheds a light on how extra- 
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disciplinarities are considered across the field both as descriptors of the field and as 

possible learning outcomes. For these purposes, ten universities were chosen for 

examination due to having rigorous AIS departments based on reputation for scholarly 

output and producing quality graduates. Such a list is difficult to compile as some 

departments may have weak undergraduate programs but be among the highest caliber of 

graduate programs. Others are historically strong programs but have declined in recent 

years due to budgetary or staffing concerns. Additionally, because the field is so 

interdisciplinary, it becomes difficult to rank and compare programs because some may 

be so strong in performing research and teaching AIS through some – but not all – of 

AIS’ cognate fields and weak in other areas. Five resources were consulted: The 

Princeton Review, The Indigenous Studies Working Group housed at Georgetown 

University, Robert M. Nelson’s “A Guide to Native American Studies Programs in the 

United States and Canada,” DataUSA’s rankings, and CollegeRaptor.com’s rankings. 

Each source uses its own metrics and ranking system; taken together they provide a 

compelling review of AIS in academe. When an institution appeared on at least four lists, 

they were considered for inclusion in this study. Numbers of faculty publications were 

found by researching faculty members at each institution and counting their recent 

publications featured on the departmental website, posted CVs, or completing a search on 

Google Scholar; articles and shorter works were counted as a 1, while book-length works 

were counted as a 3. Institutional “scores” of faculty publications were then considered 

along with other metrics. Programs in the United States with a high number of 

publications from faculty, more degree types, and/or more general degrees were chosen. 

Those institutions already included on the PAC-12 overview in Chapter Two were not 
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placed in Table 17. Regardless of the difficulty and contention in compiling such a list, 

the following table indicates that just as in the PAC-12, these departments value extra- 

disciplinarity in the field and in introductory General Education classroom. 

 
Table 17 

 

List of Universities with “Rigorous” AIS Departments, Indigenous Content Area Degrees 

Offered, and References to Extra-Disciplinarity Used in Program and Introductory 

General Education Course Descriptionsii 

 
University Degrees/Certificates 

Offered 
Extra-Disciplinary 

Language in 
Program 

Descriptions 

Extra-Disciplinary 
Language in 

Introductory General 
Education Course 

Descriptions 

Dartmouth 
University 

B.A.; undergraduate 
minor 

“several essential 
approaches”; 
“interdisciplinary” 

“inherently 
interdisciplinary”; lists 
cognate fields that will 
supply readings 

Northern 
Arizona 
University 

Graduate Certificate 
in Indigenous and 
Tribal Nation 
Building; B.A. in 
Applied Indigenous 
Studies; B.S. in 
Applied Indigenous 
Studies; B.S. in 
Indian Country 
Criminal Justice; 
four undergraduate 
minors in Applied 
Indigenous Studies, 
Indigenous Health 
Studies, Native 
American Studies, 

“one or more 
subject matter 
areas”; 
“interdependence 
[of aspects of] 
indigenous 
experience”; 
“interdisciplinary 
nature of this 
degree”; 
“knowledge and 
skills beyond those 
taught in topic 
specific areas”; 
listing diverse 
student learning 
outcomes; 
“curriculum to 

“interdisciplinary”; 
“interdependence [of 
various aspects of] 
indigenous 
experience” 
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 and Tribal Public 
Administration 

community”; 
multiple cross- 
listed courses 

 

University of 
Alaska, 
Fairbanks 

Ph.D.; M.A.; B.A. in 
Yup’ik Language 
and Culture, Yup’ik 
Eskimo, or Inupiaq 
Eskimo; 
undergraduate 
minors in Alaska 
Native Languages 
and Eskimo; A.A.S. 
or certificates in 
Yup’ik Language 
Proficiency or Native 
Language 
Proficiency 

Multiple 
concentrations for 
many degrees; 
“multidisciplinary” 
concentration area 
for undergraduates 

Course not offered 

University of 
California, 
Davis 

Ph.D.; M.A.; B.A.; 
undergraduate minor 

“multi- 
disciplinary”; 
“multidisciplinary”; 
“interdisciplinary; 
“variety of 
perspectives”; lists 
cognate fields; 
graduate degrees 
“require knowledge 
[of diverse] subject 
areas”; 
undergraduate 
degrees require 
courses from 
cognate fields’ 
departments 

None 

University of 
Minnesota, 
Morris 

B.A.; undergraduate 
minor 

Lists diverse 
program objectives; 
required courses 
taught in other 
departments; 
“interdisciplinary 
major”; one minor 
learning outcome is 
“[a]pplying 
interdisciplinary 

“an interdisciplinary 
course” 
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  skills and 
approaches” 

 

University of 
New Mexico 

M.A.; B.A.; 
undergraduate minor 

“interdisciplinary”; 
“interdisciplinary 
approach”; 
“community-based 
and service 
learning”; “a 
variety of academic 
disciplines” 

“an inter-disciplinary 
approach” 

University of 
Montana 

B.A.; undergraduate 
minor; 
undergraduate 
certificates in NAS 
and Language 
Rejuvenation and 
Maintenance 

Lists multiple 
“academic areas 
that NAS certificate 
will benefit”; 
“holistic”; 
“interdisciplinary” 

Lists cognate fields 

University of 
Oklahoma 

M.A.; B.A.; 
undergraduate minor 

“students of diverse 
backgrounds and 
academic 
interests”; 
“interrelated areas”; 
“interdisciplinary” 

Lists diverse focus 
areas 

University of 
Texas at Austin 

Ph.D.; M.A.; 
undergraduate 
certificate 

Lists cognate 
fields; faculty from 
a “variety of 
backgrounds”; 
multiple diverse 
certificate program 
strands 

Course not offered 

 
 
 

Comparing this data to that found in Chapter Two, it becomes clear that more 

robust AIS departments are more likely to include extra-disciplinary language in 

introductory General Education course descriptions. Of the 12 full members of the PAC- 

12, nine offered course descriptions online to the public. Three of these descriptions used 

extra-disciplinary language. However, in the nine more robust programs included in 
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Table 17 above, seven offered introductory courses in their university’s course catalog; 

all course descriptions were available online. Six of the seven course descriptions used 

extra-disciplinary language. It should be noted that three PAC-12 universities, Arizona 

State University; the University of California, Los Angeles; and the University of 

Washington, were frequently found on lists of highly reputable and stable programs. 

Arizona State University’s course description did not contain extra-disciplinary language 

while the University of California, Los Angeles’ and the University of Washington’s did. 

Inclusion of these three universities would not have skewed data heavily one way or the 

other. However, with eight out of 10 robust universities (including those found in the 

PAC-12) describing their introductory courses in extra-disciplinary terms, there seems to 

be a link between the strength of the program and its use of extra-disciplinary terms in 

introductory course descriptions. 

 
Of course, program and course descriptions are only a glimpse into what could be 

happening in classrooms. Extra-disciplinary learning outcomes require that students have 

holistic learning environments in each course rather than siloing cognate fields’ input to 

AIS into many courses across a program’s curriculum; introductory students who may 

never take another AIS course again could experience more fully synthesized approaches 

to AIS as well as majors, minors, and graduate students who would benefit from 

integrative learning rather than the siloing of cognate fields’ knowledges into distinct 

courses. Although robust programs are as quick to use extra-disciplinary labels to 

describe introductory courses as they are degree-granting programs, whether or not extra- 

disciplinary learning actually occurs in these classrooms is unclear. If the data from this 

study holds relatively true across academia, introductory AIS students across academia 
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are not consistently reaching learning outcomes regarding interdisciplinarity despite the 

fields’ emphasis on interdisciplinarity in its scholarship, methodological approaches, and 

program and course descriptions. It may, therefore, be time to reinvigorate field-wide 

conversations about interdisciplinarity – and extra-disciplinarities more generally – and 

the ways in which we differently value it and teach it. 

 
Calls for Further Related Study 

 

By far, the greatest limitation in this study is the small sample size of survey 

respondents. Surveys were only collected from instructors – one piece of the educational 

puzzle. Furthermore, promises of respondent anonymity created a large blind spot in this 

study’s ability to make definitive ties between institutional factors and student learning 

outcomes in AIS courses; what remains unknown are specific institutional frameworks 

for General Education and how departments/programs were being operated. This 

information would have greatly enriched this study. As Chapter Three discusses the 

impacts of General Education on the courses in question, not knowing the specifics 

impeded possible associations between specific institutional designations and frameworks 

and teaching methods or instructor beliefs from being uncovered. Similarly, 

departmental/programmatic histories, staffing policies, and levels of autonomy within 

university structures would have allowed many valuable possible insights to be drawn. 

As it stands, this lack of information leads for the need for more studies to be completed. 
 

While this study was not comparative in nature, its results indicate a need for 

comparative studies with similar goals to be carried out. First, focus on General 

Education guidelines, specific General Education designations, and the requirements of 
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those designations would make for an interesting comparative study that more fully 

uncovers how and how frequently introductory AIS courses deal with extra-disciplinary 

material. Likewise, knowledge of departmental/programmatic staffing, budgets, and 

structures would lead to an interesting study that confronts the place of the university in 

how content in AIS is taught. Of particular interest is a study comparing educational 

outcomes in courses taught by staff in “ethnic studies” staffing situations – both those 

that place AIS as an area of focus in larger Ethnic Studies departments and those which 

rely on scholars from disparate fields to teach AIS courses – versus more autonomous 

AIS departments with their own faculty lines. Another point of interest concerning 

institutions is the difference in introductory General Education AIS students’ outcomes 

when learning occurs in institutions with distinct interdisciplinary programs as opposed 

to those institutions that do not acknowledge interdisciplinarity in this more overt way. It 

is, of course, not the job of AIS or any single discipline, to introduce students to the 

concept of the disciplinary structuring of universities. Another study that explores the 

role of first-year seminars that present this knowledge for first-year students in students’ 

ability to perform interdisciplinary work in their later coursework would also be 

meaningful. 

 
Other studies that lay outside the direct purview of this one would further 

illuminate student learning outcomes in AIS. Comparative studies between teaching 

methods and student outcomes in introductory AIS courses taught at tribal colleges and 

universities (TCUs) versus mainstream institutions would be valuable. Likewise, a study 

with a similar focus to this one that compared data from community colleges, state 

institutions, and Ivey league universities could indicate possible disparities between an 
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institution’s reputation for rigor and student outcomes regarding demonstrable 

understanding of interdisciplinarity. These studies would unearth possible inequity in 

how AIS is being put forth as a field of inquiry to students in different institutions. As 

one of the issues to arise from this study is the lack of extra-disciplinary, particularly 

transdisciplinary, learning even in AIS graduate programs, a study surveying AIS 

programs of study and General Education courses noting when in a course of study 

students are first introduced to the concept of extra-disciplinarity, expected to 

demonstrate understanding of extra-disciplinarities, and when and how they are expected 

to employ extra-disciplinarity (a gradually increasing cognitive load according to Bloom) 

would likely be quite revealing and have large ramifications for AIS and how it is taught. 

If it is debatable that introductory students need to be conversant in AIS’ 

interdisciplinarity, the debate becomes much more one-sided for AIS degree-seeking 

students, especially students in graduate programs. 

 
This study is also very limited in its treatment of data collection; methodology of 

data collection included qualitative and quantitative analyses from survey responses from 

instructors and literary analyses from scholarship and program and course descriptions. 

Ideally, researchers also could view class instruction, read course syllabi and texts, 

witness levels of student participation, etc. However, a more thorough collective of data 

in this way would make instructors and their students much more vulnerable. Instead, this 

study relied upon instructors’ responses to a survey which sheds light on – at best – only 

half of the story of what happens in a course regarding student outcomes. Granted, 

instructors are the only piece of puzzle that could recall instructional design 

considerations and personal beliefs regarding the nature of their field. Surveying students 
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– perhaps giving pre- and post-course assessments regarding knowledge of extra- 

disciplinarities – would be very telling, especially when compared to the thoughts, 

expectations, and course planning efforts of their instructors. It would also better assess 

the measure to which introductory AIS students are meeting expected learning outcomes. 

Furthermore, analysis of teaching methodology and student outcomes might lead all 

interdisciplines to rethink the way they teach the multifaceted nature of their fields to 

novices. 

 
This study could also be more widely compared to how and how effectively 

interdisciplinarity is taught. More research needs to be done in which interdisicplines’ 

different manners of treating interdisciplinarity in classrooms is compared. This may 

uncover specific teaching methodologies that may or may not be useful across the 

academy. Additionally, the value of interdisciplinary teaching as part of widespread 

programmatic outcomes (like General Education frameworks that emphasize extra- 

disciplinary learning) to student learning within individual fields should be addressed. It 

may be that students who are already primed by first-year seminars that explore topics in 

interdisciplinary ways can better access the concept of interdisciplinarity in specific fields 

than can their counterparts at universities that do not receive such coaching. This 

possibility not only makes sense, but if this is the case, introductory General Education 

AIS students could devote more of the cognitive load of learning a new field to key 

concepts of AIS such as sovereignty and self-determination. AIS and other 

interdisciplines then would have evidence of the benefits of such university-wide 

programming to present to universities that do not feature an institutional emphasis on 

extra-disciplinary learning. 
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Summary of Findings: The Value of Extra-Disciplinarity to AIS and Its Students 
 
 

AIS relies on extra-disciplinary tools to satisfy its academic-activist mission to 

serve Indian Country. While “[c]ommunity service and outreach are often not rewarded 

adequately in mainstream institutions” (Champagne and Stauss 11), the field’s three- 

pronged approach in part relies on interacting with entities outside of AIS. This does not 

suggest that AIS is not producing new knowledge; by creating and using field-specific 

terms, theories, and methods, AIS both cements itself as a unique discipline in the 

academy while addressing those distinctive needs of Indian Country that are not 

appropriately considered by other fields. This is the first of the three approaches. 

Secondly, AIS also maintains a critical interdisciplinarity with other fields by demanding 

better practices in how Native subjects are studied and discussed. Some studies in AIS 

may rely on either multidisciplinary comparison and/or sharing of data between 

researchers in several fields or instrumental interdisciplinary which bends extant theories 

and methods into a shape useable by AIS. Finally, AIS works directly with Indigenous 

knowledge keepers and cultural experts from specific communities, transdisciplinary 

enterprises that have direct impact on communities and transcend university boundaries 

although they are not necessarily rewarded with promotion and tenure. 

 
While AIS scholars have participated in the past in debates over the advantages 

and disadvantages interdisciplinarity brings to the field, it would seem that we cannot 

deny the value extra-disciplinary tools carry in fulfilling our mission. Individual scholars 

and departments that do not value interdisciplinarity, or extra-disciplinarity, appear to be 

in the minority. Despite interdisciplinarity’s obvious value and the rate at which AIS 



180 
 

  

programs and courses are described with extra-disciplinary terms, student outcomes in 

introductory courses do not consistently reflect the meaningful ways in which AIS 

utilizes extra-disciplinarities as per the instructors of those courses. Extra-disciplinarities 

must be defined by the field and taught with frequency and clarity to all AIS students if 

they have the value evidenced in AIS literature, methodologies, and program and course 

descriptions. Introductory students and doctoral students alike should be expected to 

understand how extra-disciplinarity impacts the field, the academic landscape, and 

Indigenous communities. Outcome-Based Education and the Outcome-Driven 

Development Model indicate that a student must display skills and knowledge in 

measurable and observable ways in order to have said to have mastered a subject. This 

research indicates that extra-disciplinaries are powerful tools for AIS; our introductory 

students, therefore, must be expected to reach at least the lowest levels of mastery by 

being able to define and explain some of these terms. First, AIS as a field must define 

these terms for itself. In time, extra-disciplinary terms will become more than buzzwords 

found in program and course descriptions; they will be taught to students who master 

these ideas through coursework by instructors who more consistently convey their value. 

However, consistent student outcomes regarding interdisciplinarity or extra-disciplinarity 

in introductory AIS courses will remain unlikely until the field engages in conversations 

about crafting solid definitions of these terms for itself. 

 
Instructors of introductory General Education AIS courses have countless choices 

to make in course design when considering General Education guidelines for (potentially) 

multiple designations, the many necessary topics specific to AIS, and numerous 

American Indian cultures and their histories. Clearly, not everything one desires to 
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convey to students who may never again interact with this field can be covered in a single 

semester. It is easy to see how vital concepts – like extra-disciplinarity – may be left 

behind, a disservice to students and the discipline. However, the legacy of contesting 

AIS’ extra-disciplinarity appears to have lingered. While all instructors surveyed in this 

study agree that it is necessary for students in introductory courses to understand the 

field’s interdisciplinary nature (i.e. master at least one low-cognition learning outcome), 

few were seen to be reaching for that goal with consistency. Instructors are the ultimate 

gatekeepers in whether this outcome will be reached, and the field is currently not being 

served by the inconsistency with which extra-disciplinaries are taught in introductory 

courses or throughout programs. 

 
It must be noted, however, that instructors are the most overt deciders of if, when, 

and how extra-disciplinarities appear as student outcomes in their courses. While the 

instructors themselves are influenced by their own educational background which may or 

may not come from AIS (and thus may or may not be influenced by past field-wide 

debates on the topic), their course designs are also possibly influenced by institutional 

factors like university General Education curricula, department politics, course and 

program designs determined by the program/department or university, hiring practices for 

AIS instructors, and program/department structuring; these remain very large 

considerations for the teaching of interdisciplinarity that extend to the breadth of AIS and 

the academy itself. Primarily, though, inconsistencies in definitions for the terms used in 

this study must be determined if AIS can fruitfully move toward consistent student 

outcomes in extra-disciplinarity. OBE considerations lead to student outcomes “by 

developing a clear picture of what learners should ultimately be able to do successfully at 
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the end of a significant educational experience (i.e., the outcome)” (Spady “Outcome 

Based Education” 1827). We cannot build educational learning outcomes on terms that 

are not concrete. In a natural interdiscipline like AIS, this study problematically indicates 

that interdisciplinarity is not taught as a consistent student outcome in ways that reflect 

the value of interdisciplinarity acknowledged by the field. There are many factors that 

have implications in creating and prolonging this inconsistency, ultimately resulting in a 

lack of clarity in the field – and indeed throughout the academy – that influences scholars 

and therefore the courses they teach. 

 
In returning to this study’s first research question – “Are introductory General 

Education AIS courses taught in ways that promote familiarity with interdisciplinarity as 

a consistent student outcome?” – it is clear that they are not. There is a great amount of 

inconsistency in the promotion of interdisciplinary learning outcomes in these courses. 

While it is unclear if survey responses were coming from those PAC-12 institutions that 

did or did not use extra-disciplinary language in course descriptions, the fact that extra- 

disciplinarities are so valued by a field yet not a point of focus for every student 

introduced to the field is troubling. 

 
The second research question asks what factors might influence how and how 

frequently instructors of General Education AIS courses teach interdisciplinarity as a 

concept. Again, the survey tool’s assurance of respondent anonymity ensured that more 

definitive conclusions could not be made on this point. While it is clear that instructors 

are largest factor, it is unclear what motivates instructors teaching behaviors regarding 

interdisciplinarity. Possible factors include their own educational background (although it 

is certainly not level of degree or year their last degree was acquired), their instructors’ 
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beliefs regarding and likelihood of teaching interdisciplinarity, the status of AIS and AIS 

hiring practices in their institution, their institution’s General Education framework, and 

their course’s designations within that framework. 

 
Finally, this study sought to determine how fundamental extra-disciplinarities are 

to AIS as ascertained by scholarship and program and course descriptions as opposed to 

perceived student outcomes in introductory courses. This study found a large discrepancy 

between the value given to and delineated from extra-disciplinarities and the treatment 

extra-disciplinarities were given as subjects for non-initiate students. AIS scholarship and 

programmatic and course descriptions both heavily suggest that AIS’ introductory 

courses should include extra-disciplinary components (especially interdisciplinarity and 

transdisciplinarity) for students as a complete curriculum that surveys the field. 

 
All students taking even a single AIS course must have some understanding of 

extra-disciplinarity’s value to the field. This is in line with most General Education 

programs’ desired outcome of enhancing critical thinking skills as interdisciplinary 

thinking asks students to confront their education as a holistic endeavor, synthesizing 

knowledge from across their courses. Students see value in these outcomes which address 

the “growing need to prepare students to cooperate with specialists in other fields” (Beard 

“Changing Objectives…” 7) and understand other disciplines’ perspectives. Synthesis of 

knowledge in interdisciplinary ways leads to better real-world problem solving and is 

already part of many Indigenous epistemologies and pedagogies; AIS should of course be 

a part of this fully synthesized education. Not only does teaching interdisciplinarity 

showcase its value to the field for students, it also creates future critical thinkers who – if 
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they were not already – will become advocates for Indian Country in and out of the 

voting booth. 

 
AIS and its students can benefit from this study and similar inspections of 

teaching interdisciplinarity. First, by clearly defining extra-disciplinary terms for use 

throughout the field we can better utilize extra-disciplinary tools in research and teaching 

practices. Secondly, in acknowledging that extra-disciplinarities are useful to AIS and its 

mission, current and future scholars can find more and more impactful ways to use them. 

Third, the academy will be further Indigenized through continued critical 

interdisciplinarity, forcing historic fields and their students to reconsider how Native 

peoples and cultures are treated as topics of inquiry. Fourth, students engaging with 

extra-disciplinarity will be better equipped to confront mistruths and gaps in knowledge 

gained by mainstream media and society. Finally, students will benefit from more 

complete synthesis of knowledge of Indigenous subjects from across the academy, 

allowing them to engage more critically and less synecdochally with the treatment of 

those subjects in various fields. Clearly, extra-disciplinary work benefits AIS and 

enriches students’ minds and ability to reach common General Education outcomes. 

There are no negative outcomes to teaching introductory students interdisciplinarity; 

there are, however, negative outcomes when interdisciplinarity is not taught. 

 
Suggestions for Teaching of Interdisciplinarity in Introductory General Education AIS 
Courses 

 
Introductory General Education AIS courses can better convey the field’s 

interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary nature. This can be done through team teaching, 

direct assessments, and close readings; using all of these techniques would indicate 
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instructional use of differentiated learning, a typical OBE and ODDM practice. First, it 

would be wise to create teams of instructors approaching AIS from various cognate fields 

to team teach a course; this team would ideally include at least one instructor with a 

background in AIS. AIS is clearly complex enough to justify such an approach. Clara Sue 

Kidwell suggests that AIS incorporates so many cognate fields that: 

 
[i]t [would] be impossible for single individuals to develop this 

multifaceted training and knowledge to apply a Native American 

methodology. The [instructional] model that can develop is to have 

individuals with expertise in various specialized fields … team teaching in 

a single class, to give the comprehensive view of the interrelationship of 

all the elements that have made up the Native American past and 

constitute the present. (“Native American Studies…” 6) 

 
Kidwell’s use of “interrelationship” and mention of past and present concerns shows an 

interdisciplinary awareness of how complexly disciplines merge and transform one 

another to meet the unique needs of the field. Team taught courses would indicate this 

interrelationship of cognate fields to students. 

 
Furthermore, including members in a teaching team from diverse backgrounds 

increases the likelihood that at least one instructor will develop lessons that address extra- 

disciplinary work in the field (perhaps as a result of their own instructors’ leanings). 

Ideally, these instructors would carry the workload of planning and instruction as evenly 

as possible. Team teaching can take many approaches: lecture with a senior instructor and 

graduate instructors teaching discussion sections, lead instructors who design the course 
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alone but leave delivery of instruction and grading up to others, coordinated sections in 

which common topics and assignments are given to sections led by different instructors, 

sequential teaching in which instructors break up the content of a course and teach 

different units sequentially and alone, and specialty collaboration in which an course and 

assignments are jointly planned but instruction is delivered session-by-session according 

to co-teachers’ specialties. Finally, there is co-facilitation in which planning, teaching, 

creation and grading of assessments, and integration of content are created as a 

collaboration (Meizlish and Anderson 2-3). Co-facilitation offers the best chance of 

infusing students with an understanding of AIS’ interdisciplinarity. Specifically, due to 

collaborative content integration, multiple instructors’ simultaneous teaching allows 

students to confront AIS’ multiple disciplinary lenses and perspectives and see how they 

complement, contradict, and/or integrate into one another. Highly collaborative 

instructors would avoid having to answer questions that indicate multidisciplinary rather 

than interdisciplinary instruction: “Why do some so-called integrated courses consist of 

unrelated sections taught by specialists having little or no knowledge of those parts of the 

course for which they are not directly responsible?” (Beard “Changing Objectives…” 3). 

Additionally, students will likely see facets of their non-AIS coursework appear in 

instructors’ different topics and approaches and witness how they relate to this unique 

field. 

 
Of course, differences in pedagogy, predicting conflicts during instructional 

implementation, and maintaining a balanced approach to grading student work should all 

be considered in fruitful collaborative teaching. In a discipline like AIS, individuals’ 

identities may also be a necessary point of consideration. If members of the teaching 
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team “represent a combination of social identities that are particularly relevant to the 

subject matter of the course itself” one may see this “as an advantage in that ‘students can 

observe interactions between the professors, view an authentic collaboration across racial 

difference, and learn how to take an antiracism position’” (Meizlish and Anderson 

quoting Ouellett and Fraser 5). With this in mind, teaching teams in introductory AIS 

courses may want to consider difference in social identities as well as difference in 

educational background and research focus when establishing collaborations. Given AIS’ 

heterogeneity, this should be easy enough to accomplish. 

 
When reflecting on the success of team teaching, especially in a co-facilitated 

classroom, many points of consideration align naturally with interdisciplinarity. In 

Deborah Meizlish and Olivia Anderson’s “Teaching in Teams: A Planning Guide for 

Successful Collaborations,” the authors list several points of consideration when 

measuring the success of a teaching team. They ask that students complete a Likert-scale 

survey inquiring the degree to which the instructional team “modeled respectful 

disagreement,” “modeled how to make space for diverse opinions” (5), “provided 

[students] with diverse insights into the course content,” “allowed [students] the 

opportunity to learn from the most appropriate expert on the course content,” and 

“effectively linked course concepts across class sessions” (6). Successful consideration of 

each of these points would lead to a classroom that displays and utilizes extra- 

disciplinarity tools for students, reinforcing the value of being able to draw from multiple 

fields and rely on content experts in collaborations. Thus, teaching would more 

consistently reach ODDM-derived student outcomes in extra-disciplinarity that are more 

consistent with the field’s valuation of extra-disciplinarities. 
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In addition to collaboration between experts from different content areas in AIS, 

teams should also welcome guest lectures from tribal entities and use digital recordings 

of voices from specific nations where possible and appropriate, showcasing the necessity 

of cultural specificity, the diversity of Indian Country, and the importance of self- 

representation through diversifying the curriculum. Students at an introductory level, too, 

should be able to demonstrate an awareness of interdisciplinarity through successful 

completion of assignments designed to assess student understanding of 

interdisciplinarity; according to ODDM, students would be given rubrics that clearly 

outline these assignments’ emphasis on interdisciplinary learning. So, too, should 

students be able to read a journal article and analyze whether it discussed an inter- or 

transdisciplinary study, noting the many cognate fields used and who key players were in 

completing the study. Implementation of teaching teams comprised of members from 

diverse cognate fields and diversification of assignments related to interdisciplinary 

knowledge “place[s] the emphasis where it should be: on the improvement of learning” 

(Beard “Are Objectives Realized?... 89). 

 
Universities and colleges can also restructure in ways that will help in the 

teaching and learning of interdisciplinarity as a part of a General Education program. 

Bruce Burgett, Cinnamon Hillyard, Ron Krabill, Sarah Leadley, and Becky Rosenberg’s 

“Teaching Interdisciplinarity” discusses the success they have had as instructors teaching 

interdisciplinarity at the University of Washington, Bothell. The campus was “founded 

with a mission statement that names ‘interdisciplinary teaching and research’ as one of its 

… defining characteristics” (466). It likewise emphasizes interdisciplinary understanding 

and research skills as a learning outcome. In this climate of promoting interdisciplinarity, 
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the college has founded an “interdisciplinary arts and sciences (IAS) curriculum” (467). 

Although much of the article focuses on an upper division course titled Interdisciplinary 

Inquiry, one can easily imagine such a curriculum introduced into extant General 

Education programs. Universities could require students to take a set number of courses 

designated as interdisciplinary as part of their General Education requirements, for 

instance, an introductory AIS course. After successful completion of the required number 

of interdisciplinary courses, students would take a course on interdisciplinary inquiry 

with faculty from across the university working together to showcase the interdisciplinary 

nature of their fields and how academic disciplines can work synergistically, perhaps 

even bringing in thought-producers from outside the university. With this emphasis at the 

university level, AIS instructors would become very aware of the role of 

interdisciplinarity in their field and more likely to teach it to students at all levels, 

specifically those in General Education courses. With more university-wide emphasis on 

interdisciplinarity, it is more likely that those faculty with the best personality fits for 

interdisciplinary teaching demands would come forth as instructors. 

 
Of course, such lofty changes in the structuring of departments, hiring practices, 

and General Education programming are unlikely. Without consistent university support, 

it therefore behooves AIS to confront the concerning ways in which interdisciplinarity is 

– or rather is not – being addressed in classrooms. James Riding In sums up the lack of 

consistency in the way AIS is taught as a byproduct of the lack of consistency in the way 

AIS is done. He claims that: 

 
there is neither a uniform paradigm that links AIS into an academic 

discipline nor a shared understanding of what AIS should be. It is difficult 
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to assess [academic] programs because there are no academic standards in 

place that measure what students should be taught. (Riding In “Editor’s 

Commentary” 6) 

 
AIS may be so interdisciplinary that it becomes difficult to establish what students should 

be learning at any given level, including interdisciplinarity. This is further problematized 

by the lack of standard definition in AIS or within the larger academy. With so many 

potential student outcomes to be gained given AIS’ many cognate skills and knowledges, 

which are necessary enough to be made prominent in introductory courses? Of course, 

key concepts to AIS including sovereignty and self-determination provide the focus of an 

introductory course, but the field’s consistent methodological valuation of extra- 

disciplinarities can be more consistently targeted as a learning outcome. The problem is 

apparent in introductory General Education courses but appears to extend into degree- 

granting programs. If a student can attain a master’s degree in AIS without having been 

coached in extra-disciplinarity (as one respondent claimed), we are clearly teaching this 

field unevenly in this regard from introductory courses through graduate programs and 

between universities. 

 
While AIS’s literature focuses much attention on extra-disciplinarity and relies on 

extra-disciplinary allusions in program and course descriptions, it does so without 

standardizing its terminology, another factor in the unevenness with which 

interdisciplinarity is taught. Conversations about what AIS is; what it does; how to 

improve it as a field of inquiry; and how to teach its necessary components to non- 

initiates, undergraduates, and graduate students will remain moot points until such key 
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concepts are fully addressed. This study serves as a humble entry into those necessary 

ongoing debates. 
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Appendix A: Survey on Interdisciplinarity in American Indian/Native Studies 
(AI/NS) General Education Courses 

 
I) Demographic Information: 
Gender: 
Nationality: 

Have you taught outside of the United States? 
If so, in which country and for how long? 

Race: 
If applicable, tribal affiliation: 

What aspects of your own intersectionality do you think most impact your teaching of 
this course, if any? 
Highest level of education: 

Field of degree: 
Year obtained: 
University from which degree was obtained: 

Years of experience teaching this course: 
 

II) Information on Course Designation and Requirements: 
Please list below any information on how your university designates this course and any 
additional requirements for successful completion of this course. For instance, is it meant 
to satisfy specific General Education requirements? Is it writing intensive? Is it also a 
requirement for majors or minors? Is there an Honor’s section with different 
requirements? 

 
III) Survey on Methods Regarding Interdisciplinarity Instruction: 

 
1) In your own words, define “interdisciplinarity.” 

 
2) If interdisciplinarity is introduced as a concept in this course, how is it introduced (e.g 
readings, discussions, assessments, lectures, etc.)? 

 
2.a) Do you believe that the majority of your students are capable of defining and 
explaining interdisciplinarity in AI/NS as a result of these methods? Why or why not? 
(Please feel free to cite specific measurable or anecdotal evidence.) 

 
3) How regularly is interdisciplinarity discussed in the classroom, brought up in 
discussions or lectures, etc.? 

 
4) Do students ever knowingly complete assessments that address AI/NS’s 
interdisciplinary nature? 

 
5) As you have gained experience in teaching this course, have you become any more or 
less likely to include direct instruction on interdisciplinarity? 
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IV) Survey on Thoughts and Experiences Regarding Interdisciplinarity in American 
Indian/Native Studies: 

 
1) Interdisciplinarity is a necessary component of American Indian/Native Studies. 
Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

 
2) By the end of the semester, students in my course are conversant in the 
interdisciplinary nature of AI/NS. 
Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

 
3) As a student, my AI/NS instructors regularly reinforced the value of interdisciplinarity 
to AI/NS as a field of study. 
Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

 
OR Not applicable as my degree is not from an AI/NS department 

 
4) I regularly teach the value of interdisciplinarity in this course. 
Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

 
5) Assessments in this course require students to display knowledge of an 
interdisciplinary nature. 
Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

 
6) It is necessary that students being introduced to AI/NS understand the field’s 
interdisciplinarity. 
Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

 
V) Additional Thoughts or Information: 
1) In the space below, please include any additional information that will create a more 
complete understanding of the role of interdisciplinarity in your course, department, or 
university. 

 
 

2) If you believe I should have asked an additional question in this survey, what question 
do you feel is absent and what would your answer be? 

 
 

Thank you very much for supplying the thoughtful answers that will provide me with the 
materials to complete this dissertation and – hopefully – aide our field. If you would like 
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to be provided with the outcomes of this original research study, please leave your name 
and email address in the field below. 
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