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We are 18 years in to the 21st century and still talking about this century as 

if it is the future. It only takes a brief literature review and visit to a current 

college class to uncover that researchers and teaching practitioners have 

not fully embraced the demands for connected learning and more dynamic 

expectations of college students. 

 

Inspired by the likes of Ernest Boyer (Scholarship Reconsidered), Michael Welsch, and my own 

experiences as a college professor, I ventured into the uncomfortable waters of transdisciplinary 

learning environments. According to Choi and Pak, transdisciplinary education is an integrative 

approach to curriculum between conventional disciplines with a framework of real-world themes 

(2006). As a responsible (try to be anyway) faculty member for the past decade in the School of 

Hospitality and Tourism Management at Oklahoma State University, I was driven by the mission 

to both guide my students to an acquisition of content knowledge as well as skill development 

for the current century. Based on the work of others (see list below), I learned of Project Based 

Learning (PjBL) and began networking to find fellow adventurous faculty members. According 

to the Buck Institute for Education, PjBL is described as an active approach to education in 

which students explore real-world challenges and acquire a deeper knowledge and skill (n.d.). A 

transdisciplinary PjBL environment seemed to be a possible answer to the challenge I perceived 

that higher education had not fully embraced the 21st century. 

 

Dr. Blayne Mayfield (Computer Science – Mobile App. Development Course) and I (Hospitality 

Management – Lodging Property Management Course) began #OKSTATEHASANAPP4THAT 

in the Spring and Fall of 2012. Both courses had a similar objective to give students practical 

application within their disciplines to strengthen management and/or technical abilities. Our aims 

were simple; 1) start the bus rolling down the hill with all students inside, 2) buckle up and 

attempt to stay on course, and finally 3) come out the other end of the road with five mobile apps 
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designed to survey guests of hospitality businesses. We were successful in surviving and 

achieving the five apps, but were tested and refined along the journey in ways we did not 

imagine. This was thanks in part to the chaos one must embrace throughout such an endeavor. 

We had students bursting with pride at the end and some in tears. Similarly, we had confusion 

and doubts, arguments and compromise, miscommunications and reconciliation. In spite of 

ourselves and our ambition, the students reported higher levels of motivation, joy (through pain 

sometimes) in school work, and a self-perceived improved ability to work with others. We had 

enough energy to try it again the next year with modifications. 

 

We continued to modify the structure of our learning experience over the next two years. 

Additionally, we paid attention to cues and sometimes not so subtle suggestions from our 

students. Students did not like ambiguity and they were hesitant to work with students from other 

programs. Nevertheless, we were not deterred based on our commitment as educators to make 

students just uncomfortable enough to nurture the growth we knew they were capable of. 

Throughout these first couple of years, our work was featured at numerous academic conferences 

in various formats (see reference list below). The interest and feedback we received was 

constructive, affirming, and rewarding (bringing home a few awards to boot!). However, the 

greatest thing we gained from the past to this point was confidence to continue and strengthen 

our drive to help students grow and learn. 

 

Our most ambitious iteration of #OKSTATEHASANAPP4THAT came in the Fall of 2014. As a 

result of presenting our findings on campus and networking with likeminded instructors, we 

decided to invite more chaos by including another class (Graphic Art Design – Graphic User 

Interface Course) and instructors Patrick Finley (Graphic Art Design) and Dar Yasseri 

(Hospitality Management). Also, for the first time our classes would all work together 

collaboratively in the same semester (previous iterations had the classwork from one semester 

continue to the next semester). In addition, we welcomed education researchers, Dr. Penny 

Thompson (Education Technology) and Dr. Jane Vogler (Education Psychology), into our group 

to deepen our awareness of what was going on in this learning environment, and investigate and 

disseminate the results. 

 



 

It is safe to say we learned more from the Fall of 2014 than we had the previous two years 

combined. The findings from the mixed methods research completed informed us that our chaos 

was working, but student experience and growth could continue to be improved with some 

thoughtful adjustments. Some of the more notable suggestions and results of the changes were 

published in the journal, Instructional Science, in June 2018. In addition, the quantitative results 

of examining the effects of PjBL on students 21st century skill development and intrinsic 

motivation orientation are viewable through ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 

 

Working with people of diverse backgrounds and disciplines can be difficult, but it also can be 

rich with growth from the experience. Through this transdisciplinary adventure, several notable 

takeaways emerged. 

 This type of learning is best when students can connect inside and outside of formal class 

time. Therefore, attempt to align or overlap your scheduled class times with the other 

disciplines. 

 Agree to a consistent weight of grade from this experience in your class. You will have 

different outcomes you measure based on unique content, but having similar weighting 

can help students work equitably to achieve the final result. Our group hovered around 

27% of total grade for the course. 

 Don’t be afraid to invite other classes, so long as it makes sense for the project at hand. 

Colleagues need to have alignment on expectations and connectedness on the overall 

aims. 

 Collect data! There are so many rich data points to gather in any class, and 

transdisciplinary learning environments provide new and intriguing layers of psychology, 

teamwork, human capital, and more. 

 Connect the output to a student’s area of interest. Listen to the students. Giving autonomy 

in the process and eventual outcome can generate increased levels of motivation. 

 Authentic activities that align with possible work students will do in their post-college 

careers helps them develop in-demand soft and hard skills that may strengthen their 

employability. 
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