Facilitating Interdisciplinary Programs in Higher Education

Designing and operaling relevanl and innova-
tive teacher education programs lo meel the rap-
idly changing needs of present day public schools
require the use ol flexible and adaptive organiza-
tion struclures and adminisirative practices. A
single teacher educalion program will no longer
meel all the iraining needs of ils students. Alter-
native programs, each possibly requiring a unique
blend of facully and other resources, must be de-
signed as new needs arise, since no single depart-
ment contains the exact kind and mix of talents
needed to staff all types of programs.

Other forces are also placing a strain on tradi-
tional university organizing structures and the
accompanying administrative practices. The use
of Program Planning Budge! Syslem (PPBS]), by its
very nature, requires the conceptualization of
broad-based, problem-oriented interdepartmental
and even intercollege programs, The concepl of
the Open University will certainly, at the very
least, require inlerdepartmental program integra-
tion. The highly functionalized, vertically inle-
grated structure existent in mosl universities pre-
sents problems to the formation and continued
success of inlerdeparimental programs.

The problem of strict departmental organiza-
lion being a barrier to effeclive program design
and operalion is nol a new one, Edward H. Litch-
field, former president of the University of Pitls-
burg, cited the need for colleges and universities
to “establish flexibility of faculty organizing
structure as an objective.” He went on to stale, “a
community of scholars... should offer an oppor-
tunity for the development of interdisciplinary
and interprofessional thought and programs.
....We have buill walls within our institutions
which minimize our opportunities to use our re-
sources effectively in pursuit of what should be
common objectives.” (1959, p. 356)

More recently Marvin W. Peterson (1971, p. 13)
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in discussing the probable impact of PPBS on
higher education slated,

“I'he second structural issue coneerns the degree to
which program budgeting might chianpe the organiza-
tion of academic units. If programs or subprograms are
defined as colleges, departments and the like, that is,
coincident with the existing structures, there would, of
course, be Iittle change. However. il a different program
oulput were selecled, such ax degrees from interdepart-
mental programs .. a strain on the existing Iriinewaork

might arise.”

Specifically, he recommends, "Alternatives to de-
partmental struclure need lo be evalualed and
their impacl on sludenis, faculty, and the institu-
tion compared with the impac! on departments.”
(1970, p. 5}

Similarly, Stanley O. lhenberry in discussing
the need for greater program diversily and more
alternative programs refers to the existing “or-
ganizational dilemma.” He slates,

“The present fragmentation of a task or single tasks

among several departments creales an especially heavy

demand for coordination and  integration of effort.

Manv colleges and uwniversities. however, are hard

pressed 1o meel the demand. Indeed much of the mind-

lessness ol undergraduate education programs in com-
plex institutions resulls [rom an institutional inability to

integrate efforts across departments.” (1972, p. 32}

Locally, the College of Education has witnessed
the results of pressure for change and adaptive in-
novation. Several problem-centered programs
have been implemented. The Innovative Program,
an alternative teacher lraining program con-
ducted at Kailua High School for the last three
years, has utilized a combination of resources
from three different depariments or divisions. The
“Waianae Projecl” has similarly combined the
resources [rom at least three different depart-
menls, and the "Honolulu Project” in operation
for four years has utilized resources from four
different departments.



Each of these innovative teacher education
programs was established by individual yearly
negotiations between the project director, the de-
partment chairmen and the college administra-
tion. The specific mechanisms for insuring the
successful conlinuation of the projects is hence
left tenuous and subject to the goodwill of the
related department chairmen at the siart of each
academic year. Clearly, an organizational solu-
tion is needed which would create the possibility
of both a strong autonomous academic depart-
ment and the recognition of the need to make
strong, dependable and flexible resource commit-
menis {o approved innovative programs.

The Existing Structure

Current university and college organizational
structures are well adapted to handling the prob-
lems which arise in the administration of the
tested and continuing objectives of teaching
steady unchanging degree programs and of add-
ing to the existing body of knowledge in those
programs. The present structures facilitate the
achievement of unchanging objectives by pro-
viding functional units comprised of pools of spe-
cialized scholars who can teach and conduct re-
search within the confines of a steady slate or-
ganization. The present structures also facilitate
strong vertical integration of colleges and depart-
ments.

An example of a traditional university organi-
zational structure is shown in Figure 1. This type
of chart is usually accompanied by certain as-
sumptlions about communication, authorily, and
responsibility. Communication up and down the
various levels of the organization must follow the
solid lines of the charl. Horizonlal communication
is not accommodated by this type of structure
and is, in facl, discouraged. Responsibility for the
accomplishment of objectives is to the person di-
rectly above him on the chart. This provides for
positive vertical integration but does not provide
a direct means of horizontal integration as called
for in interdeparimental programs. In other words,
members of the curriculum and instruction de-
pariment do not plan programs with members of
the foundations department except through their
department chairmen. There is no formal mechan-
ism for charlering an interdepartmental program
team with the necessary accompanying authority,

responsibility, communication channels, and re-
source allocations.

/ Figers 1: TRADITIONAL ORGANIZATION CHART N
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Requirements of an Adaptive Organizational
Structure

Entrance into a problem-centered, program-
oriented approach requires organizational pat-
terns which are quick acting and which provide
for and legitimize horizontal as well as vertical
integration of services of personnel from various
departments. One of the requirements for a re-
sponsive, quick-acting organization paltern re-
fers to the organizational ability to communicate
rapidly and effectively both horizontally and
vertically. Another requirement is that of legiti-
mizing the [lexible assignment of personnel and
other resources to the program or project on an
“as needed basis,” with equal opportunity of the
personnel for receiving promotion, tenure and
other organizational incentives.

The concept of integration, in this context, re-
fers to the capability of the organization to weave
together multi-departmental or multi-disciplinary
groups of personnel while legitimizing both the
authority and responsibility structure. Integration
is needed lo facilitate horizontal coordination be-
tween diverse functional units such as the various
departments of a college or the schools and col-
leges of a university.
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In short, the university needs a structural pat-
tern of organization and the accompanying, sup-
portive, coordinative administrative practices
which will accommodate and facilitate the forma-
tion of and the continued successful operation of
special programs or project groups of personnel
and other resources specifically designed for the
solution of a unique, novel and complex problem.

A Range ol Alternative Structures

The traditional vertically-oriented pyramidal
structure, previously described, is at one end of a
continuum of possible organization struclures. At
the opposite end is a pure project form of organi-
zalional struclure in which all resources and per-
sonnel are arranged in project or program groups
and no broad departmental groups exist.

The pure project form of organizalion can be
said lo be particularly well adapted in several
ways to muting the solution of novel and complex
problems. Firsl, the project organizalion can be
tailor-made with regard lo the available skills and
knowledge of the personnel recruited 1o the pro-
gram leam, resulliing in an organization uniquely
responsive to the requirements of a particular
problem. Second, Lhe projecl form of organization
is flexible and quick-reacting in thal a new project
team can be created on an “as needed” basis.
Third, the problem of crossing functional lines
of authority and communication between colleges
or departments doesn't exist because only the
project group exisls.

The principal shorlcomings of a pure project
form of organization are that when time-limited
programs or projecls are terminaled, there are no
other departments in the organization (o “absorb”
the personnel and they must seek jobs elsewhere.
This is hardly an incenlive lo joining a program
group. The loss of trained and experienced per-
sonnel and the accompanying retraining cost is
inefficient and the duplicating of support capa-
bilities is costly.

An Alternative Organizational Structure

An alternalive to the traditional and the pure
project form of organizational structure is one
which combines the strengths of both. One struc-
ture which combines departmental and program
or project units is called a malrix organization.
The advantage of both the traditional functional
department type of organizalion and the project
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type ol organization can be maintained by the
malrix, which then has the effect of giving the
tradilional organization the characterislics of
being quick-acling and speciflically responsive to
novel problems and needs, while still being stable
and ongoing. The name matrix is used because,
in charted form, the solid vertical lines of the tra-
ditional organization form a matrix when crossed
by the horizontal lines of the project organization.

Figure 2 illusirates a hypothetical example of a
college organized in maltrix form. The existing
organizational structure is shown on the top di-
mension of the charl and the programs and proj-
ects are shown along the side dimension. Special
interdepartmental projects, such as the Honolulu
Project or the Innovalive Project, and college-
wide programs such as the B.Ed. program as
called for in the PPBS structure can be accom-
modated and accounted for in this organizational
form, The program or project work groups or
teams are composed of personnel on full or part-
time assignment from the various departments.
Each program has a designated director whose
job il is to coordinate the work groups toward
program or project geals and serve as the “linking
pin” (Likert, 1967, p. 180) with the departmental
struclure, Also shown on the chart is a person
called a deputy dean for interdepartmental affairs
whose job it is to administer in such a way that the
conflict between programs and deparl is construc-
tive rather than desiructive.

Deliberate conflict [Cleland & King, 1968, p.
178) between program and departmental admin-
istrators is considered a strength of project man-
agement in a malrix organization. Deliberate con-
flict is referred to as that condition in which there
exisls legitimate competition of purpose between
the ongoing functional unit and the problem-
oriented program work group. In theory, the ef-
forts of the departmental and program adminis-
trators to avoid referring too many decisions up-
ward leads to the creation of new and better
alternative solutions lo problems caused by con-
flicting purposes. The position of coordinator of
interdepartmental affairs is responsible, in this
organizational form, for settling conflicts which
the competing administrators cannot resolve be-
tween themselves.

To achieve effeclive coordination of interde-
partmenial programs, management praclices



Figure 2: MATRIX ORGANIZATION CHART FOR A COLLEGE
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based on assumptions different from traditional
managemenl assumptions will need to be imple-
mented. Decisionmaking and influence processes,
necessary for coordinating the lateral and vertical
dimensions of the matrix organization, will have
to be learned and practiced. Likert (1967, p. 158)
states this mosl clearly:

“At least four conditions must be met by an organiza-

tion if il is to achieve a satisfactory solution to the

coordination-functional problem.

1.1t must provide high levels of cooperative behavior
between superiors and subordinates and especially
among peers. Favorable attitudes and confidence and
trust are needed among its members.

2.1t must have the organizational structure and the in-
teraction skills required to selve differences and con-
flicts and to attain creative solutions.

3.1t must possess the capacity to exert influence and to
create motivation and coordination without traditional
forms of line authorily.

4.Its decisionmaking processes and superior-subordi-
nate relationships musi be such as 1o enable a person
te perform his job well and without hazard when he
has two or more superiors.”

Program or project management practices and
operating procedures which differ in fundamental

ways from traditional theory will be needed to
make interdepartmental programs work effec-
tively. Structural change alone is not the solution
to interdepartmental program coordination.

Summary

1. Departmental organization is well adapted to
the coordination and decisionmaking needs of a
stable, unchanging, fixed pregram environment.

2. Demands upon colleges to provide a number
of alternative, broad-based {(multi-departmental)
teacher training programs, adaptive to problems
arising in the education field are occurring at an
increasing rate.

3. There are ways of organizing for the purpose
of meeting these increased program demands and
needs. A malrix organization is an example of
such an organizing structure.

4. A change in organization structure without a
change in management techniques, especially in
the area of coordination, decisionmaking and re-
;source allocation is unlikely to solve any prob-
ems.
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