
Facilitating Interdisciplinary Programs in Higher Education 

Designing and operating relevant and innova­
tive teacher education programs lo meet 1h11 rap­
idly changing needs of presenl dny public schools 
require the use of flexible and adaptive organiza­
tion structures and administralive prnctices. A 
single teacher educalion program will no longer 
meet all lhe !raining needs of its sludenls. Alter­
nalive programs, each possibly requiring a unique 
blend of facully and other resources, must be de­
signed as new needs arise, since no single deparl­
ment conlains lhe exact kind and mix of talents 
needed to staff all types of programs . 

Other forces are also placing a strnin on lradi­
tional university organizing structures and the 
accompanying administrative practices. The use 
of Program Planning Budgel System (PPBSI, by its 
very nature, requires lhe conceplualization of 
broac.l-based, problem-oriented inlerdeparlmenlal 
and even intercollege programs. The concept of 
the Open University will certainly. al the very 
least, require interdepartmental program integra­
tion. The highly functionalized , vertically inte­
grated structure existent in most universities pre­
senls problems to the formation and continued 
success of interdepartmental programs. 

The problem of strict departmental organiza­
tion being a barrier to effective program design 
and operation is not a new one. Edward H. Litch­
field, former president of the University of Pitts­
burg, cited the need for colleges and universities 
to "establish flexibility of faculty organizing 
structure as an objective." He went on to slate. "a 
community of scholars ... should offer an oppor­
tunity for the development of interdisciplinary 
and inlerprofessional thought and programs. 
.... We have built 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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Sheldon Varney 

in discussing the probable impacl of PPBS on 
higher education stated, 

"Tlw M'I 11n1l slrui:tur,11 1s~1H! 1:0111:1irns llw d1igrn1i In 
\\ lw h program huclg1:l111g mighl c:hang1i tlw nrgani~.a· 
lio n or ,11':111111111: 111111, . If 11r11g rams 11r s11lipr11grams 11n• 
d1"f1111•cl a~ 111ll1•gei., d1!p11rl11wnls ancl tlw lik1!. Iha I is. 
I oim iilt•nl \\ II h lht! I! ~ 1,1111g !II nu:l llrt!S, I hc rt. \\'1111lcl . 11f 
11111rs1•. Ill' lillh• chang1!. 1111\\'l!\'t!r. if a diff1•rt!lll p rogram 
1111lp11t \\l'l'I' ,1•l1!t:lt!1I. i.uch as d1!gni1:, fr11rn 111lc rd1!pa rl · 
nwntal progr,1111 ~ . . ,1 ,;(rain 1111 llw l!Xisling frallll?\\'ot'k 
1111ghl n risl!." 

Specifically, he rer.ommencls, "Allernativ1rn to de­
partmental slruclurl' nf'ecl lo lw 1ivaluat1!d and 
their impact on stuclPnts. farulty. nnd lh1! institu­
tion compared with lhe impact on d1!pilrtmenls." 
(1970, p. 5) 

Similarly. Stanley 0 . Ihnnberry in disr.ussing 
the need for greater program diversity and more 
alternative programs refers to thn existing "or­
ganizational dilemma." H11 slates, 

'"l'h1• prt!i.ent fragnlf'nl 11t111n of a task ur sing lt! lasks 
among i.t!.\.'l!ral d1!Jlilrl1111•nl, 1:rw111:s an t!S(lt!i:ia Ir hl!a vy 
dmna nd for I nordin,1l ion and inlt!g1·alinn 11f 1•ffnrl. 
Many c:ollt!gcs anti uni\' t!rsilu:s hol\'l!\'t!t, an! hard 
prnsst!cl lo m1!1!I till' d1·mnn1I. lnd1!1!cl m11d1 of tlw min1l­
l1!ssnt•ss of umlt?rgr,1cl11,1lt! i,du1:,1lion pr1111ra111s in c:0111-
plt!X inslilutiuns n•su lt, f1n111 11 n inslilutional ina hilily tu 
inl1?gr,1lt! efforls ;11 ros~ d1!p,1tlll11!1lls." r Jn72. p . :12) 

Locally. the College of Education hns witnessnd 
the resulls of pressure for change nncl adaptive in­
noval ion. Severn I problem-cnnlered programs 
have been implemented. The Innovative Program, 
an alternative ten c her !raining progrnm con­
ducted al Kailua High School for the last three 
years, has ul ilized a rombinnt ion of resources 
from three differenl departments or divisions. The 
"Waianae Project" has similarly combined the 
resources from al leasl three different depart­
ments, and the "Honolulu Projecl" in operation 
for four years has utilized resources from four 
different depart men! s. 



Each of these innovative teacher education 
programs was established by individual yearly 
negotialions 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 al the start of each 
academic year. Clearly, an organizational solu­
tion is needed which would creale the possibility 
of both a strong aulonomous academic depart­
ment and the recognilion of the need° to make 
strong, dependable and flexible resource commit­
ments to 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 leach and conduct re­
search within the confines of a steady state or­
ganization. The present structures also facilitate 
strong vertical integration of colleges and depart ­
ments. 

An example of a lradilional university organi­
zational structure is shown in Figure 1. This type 
of chart is usually accompanied by certain as­
sumptions about communication, authority, and 
responsibility. Communication up and down the 
various levels of the organization must follow the 
solid lines of the chart. Horizontal communication 
is not accommodated by this type of structure 
and is, in fact, 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 interdepartmental programs. In other words, 
members of the curriculum and instruction de­
partment do not plan programs with members of 
the foundations department except through their 
department chairmen. There is no formal mechan­
ism for chartering an interdepartmental program 
team with the necessary accompanying authority, 

responsibility, communication channels, and re­
source allocations. 
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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 pallern re­
fers lo the organizational ability lo communicate 
rapidly and effectively both horizontally and 
vertically. Another requirement is that of legiti­
mizing the flexible assignment of personnel and 
other resources to lhe 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 of Alternative Structures 

The traditional vertically-oriented pyramidal 
structure. previously described, is al one end of a 
continuum of possible organization structures. At 
the opposite end is a pure project form of organi­
zational structure 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 organization can be 
said to be particularly well adapted in several 
ways to muting the solution of novel and complex 
problems. First, the project organization can be 
tailor-made with regard to the available skills and 
knowledge of the personnel recruited to the pro­
gram learn, resulting in an organization uniquely 
responsive to the requirements of a particular 
problem. Second, the project form of organization 
is flexible and quick-reacting in that 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 exists. 

The principal shortcomings of a pure project 
form of organization are that when time-limited 
programs or projects are terminated, there are no 
other departments in the organization to "absorb" 
the personnel and they must seek jobs elsewhere. 
This is hardly an incentive to 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 alternative 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 matrix organization. 
The advantage of both the traditional functional 
department type of organization and the project 
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type of organization can be maintained by the 
matrix, which then has the effect of giving the 
traditional organization the characteristics of 
being quick-acting and specifically 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 lhe project organization. 

Figure 2 illustrates a hypothetical example of a 
college organized in matrix form. The existing 
organizational structure is shown on the top di­
mension of the chart and the programs and proj­
ects are shown along the side dimension. Special 
interdepartmental projects, such as the Honolulu 
Project or the Innovative 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
lime assignment from the various departments. 
Each program has a designated director whose 
job it is to coordinate the work groups toward 
program or project goals and serve as the "linking 
pin" (Likert, 1967, p. 180) with the departmental 
structure. Also shown on the chart is a person 
called a deputy dean for interdepartmental affairs 
whose job ii is to administer in such a way that the 
conflict between programs and depart is construc­
tive rather than destructive. 

Delibei:ate conflict (Cleland & King, 1968, p. 
178) between program and departmental admin­
istrators is considered a strength of project man­
agement in a matrix organization. Deliberate con­
flict is referred to as that condition in which there 
exists 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 effective coordination of interde­
partmental programs, management practices 
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based on assumptions different from traditional 
management 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. Likerl [1967, p. 158) 
states this most clearly: 

"At least four conditions musl be met hy nn organiza­
tion if it is to achieve a satisfoctory solution lo the 
coordination-functional problem. 
1.11 must provide high levels of cooperative behavior 

between superiors 1rnd subordinnles and especially 
among peers. Favorable attitudes and confidence and 
trust are needed among its members . 

2.11 must have the organizational structure and the in­
teraction skills required to solve differences and con­
flicts and lo attain creative solutions. 

J . 11 must possess the capacity to exert influence and lo 
create motivation and coordination without traditionill 
forms of line authority. 

4. lls decisionmaking processes and superior-subordi­
nate relationships must be such as lo enable a person 
to 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 
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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 

t. Departmental organization is well adapted to 
the coordination and decisionmaking needs of a 
stable, unchanging. fixed program 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 matrix 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
lems. 
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