803435
research-article2018

JPEXXX10.1177/0739456X18803435Journal of Planning Education and ResearchNorton et al.

Instruction Article

The Promise and Challenge of
Integrating Multidisciplinary and
Civically Engaged Learning

Journal of Planning Education and Research
1–16
© The Author(s) 2018
Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X18803435
DOI: 10.1177/0739456X18803435
jper.sagepub.com

Richard K. Norton1 , Elisabeth R. Gerber1,
Paul Fontaine1, Gail Hohner1, and Patricia D. Koman1

Abstract
Today’s students need to become specialists in their profession while also recognizing the blinders that specialization brings—
they need both disciplinary and meta-disciplinary learning. Today’s universities need to innovate by providing an education
responsive to contemporary demands. They also need to show their relevance to the broader publics they serve. This article
critically assesses a teaching initiative that brings together existing courses from multiple disciplines working for publicoriented clients to collaborate on closely related problems. The Michigan Engaging Community through the Classroom
initiative was designed to enhance students’ learning by making them smarter, more pragmatic, and wiser while simultaneously
enhancing the university’s public service. This article assesses the promise and the challenges of such a complex initiative
and summarizes preliminary findings from student and community partner evaluations. The initiative has been challenging to
implement because of the faculty dedication it requires. Developing robust evaluations of student learning has proven difficult
as well. We have found that when student, faculty, and partner expectations are raised but not fulfilled, frustrations run high.
When coordination and collaboration align, however, student learning can be enriched and public service enhanced. The
article concludes by discussing lessons learned and presenting models of collaboration developed in turn.
Keywords
multidisciplinary learning, engaged learning, service learning, meta-disciplinary

Introduction
Today’s world is increasingly complex, interconnected, and
pluralistic. Many of the compelling problems we face are socalled wicked problems (Rittel and Webber 1973). They are
characterized by disagreements about how they should be
defined, which societal goals should inform efforts to address
them, and how—in a practical sense—they best might be
tackled. Because of the complexity of these problems, students of the public-oriented professions need to learn the culture and craft—the specialization—of their own disciplines.
The problem is that students of a profession (not to mention academics and practitioners) can easily forget that their
specialized training brings with it disciplinary blinders—
knowledge and values that reflect more an artifact of their
training than a universally accepted version of truth and
rigor. In training students to be specialized professionals, we
also need to teach them to recognize, value, and work with
the cultures and crafts of allied professions, as well as the
varied knowledge and values embedded within the communities they serve, to effectively address multifaceted problems. That is, we need to provide both disciplinary learning
and meta-disciplinary learning—a deeper understanding of
the inherent values, heuristics, strengths, and limitations of
their own and of other disciplines.

Just as today’s problems are becoming increasingly
wicked, today’s social and economic forces increasingly push
higher education to innovate (Minz 2013). For programs that
educate students of the public-oriented professions, such as
urban and regional planning, that requires enhancing the education provided so that graduates are fully prepared to, among
other things, tackle wicked problems (Kelsch and Schilling
2011; Balassiano 2011). For universities, it means demonstrating that their graduates add real value to society because
of the education they have gained, an indirect public service.
It also means enhancing directly the public service universities provide through the host of activities that faculty, students, and staff engage in with community partners, such as
community-based course projects, clinical services, and business development enterprises.
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Educators have recognized the need for meta-disciplinary
learning for some time (e.g., Argyris and Schon 1974), and they
have developed different instructional models to provide it
(e.g., Choi and Pak 2006). Their work has focused largely on
multiple disciplinary and engaged-learning teaching initiatives,
typically undertaken to advance one approach or the other but
not to advance both simultaneously. These kinds of teaching
initiatives also represent innovations that universities can adopt
to improve learning outcomes for their students while simultaneously improving public service for their constituent communities, particularly through in-residence study programs.
This article presents and critically assesses an initiative
recently begun at the University of Michigan (UM)—the
Michigan Engaging Community through the Classroom
(MECC) initiative. Michigan’s urban and regional planning
program has been recognized for reintroducing studio-based,
engaged-learning courses as early as the 1980s following a
decline in such coursework nationally in the 1960s (Balassiano
and West 2012, 466, citing Vikal et al. 1990). Since then, the
program has regularly offered a selection of capstone studiobased courses that provide both engaged learning for students
and meaningful public service for partner communities. Other
schools at UM offer these kinds of courses as well, such as
applied policy seminars offered by its school of public policy,
engineering design capstones, and clinical programs offered
by its schools of public health, law, and social work.
Building on those offerings, the MECC initiative integrates multidisciplinary and civically oriented engaged
learning simultaneously. It taps into existing courses and
brings them together to work on related client-based projects
rather than creating new courses. Taking that approach, the
existing courses continue to serve the needs of the individual
programs while also providing a vehicle for meta-disciplinary learning. MECC also coordinates and promotes collaborations of community partners with the goal of enhancing
UM’s public service and outreach mission. The initiative is
innovative and unique in its design, but it has proven to be
challenging to implement in practice.
This article first reviews the literatures on multiple disciplinary and engaged-learning initiatives to set the stage for
the genesis of the MECC initiative. It then reviews the
express goals of the MECC initiative, describes its initial
design, critically assesses its implementation to date, and
discusses preliminary evaluations of student learning and
public service outcomes. The article concludes by discussing
lessons learned and presenting alternative models of collaboration and corresponding staff support developed to address
the challenges experienced.

Literature Review
Disciplinarity and the Discipline of Planning
The benefit of disciplinarity is axiomatic. Disciplinary focus
and methods allow us to turn seemingly insurmountable
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problems into tractable tasks by limiting the attributes of
problems to be addressed and providing well-designed and
tested techniques to address them. The disciplinarity and
subdisciplinarity of academic institutions and professional
practice provide ample evidence of these benefits, including
especially the professions (e.g., medicine, law, engineering,
public health, public policy, urban and regional planning,
architecture, landscape architecture, urban design). The point
here is that disciplines add value, and their benefits and contributions should not be overlooked.
Planning is often conceived as an inherently multidisciplinary profession. While the profession of planning has
adopted unifying aspirational goals such as a commitment to
promoting meaningful public participation,1 the discipline of
planning has remained largely ecumenical in terms of its
ideological framing and the analytical methods and assumptions it employs. Planners routinely draw from both conventional economic approaches and more quantitative analytical
methods to address urban policy problems, for example,
while also tapping environmental and ecological economics
approaches and collaborative, deeply participatory methods,
especially when tackling contentious social problems.
Nonetheless, the discipline of planning has distinct thematic foci and methodological approaches that warrant conceptualization as a discipline. These include a strong focus
on the process of planning (i.e., visioning, goal setting, data
collection, analysis, policy making) engaged within a system
that includes nongovernmental actors but is simultaneously
governmental, working through various public agencies and
their unique institutional processes for executing relevant
governmental functions (see, e.g., Hopkins 2001; Brooks
2002; Berke et al. 2006). Similarly, planning engages an analytical approach to policy and design problems that is universal and argumentative, linking facts to goals to yield plans
and policies (e.g., Goldstein 1984).

Blinders
While disciplinary focus and specialization provides a useful
approach to addressing difficult problems, such specialization of knowledge, language, and practice nonetheless brings
with it artificial blinders and boundaries. Not all social problems like land use conflicts are legal problems requiring the
use of a legal lens alone, for example, and not all natural
systems problems like stormwater management are engineering problems requiring use of an engineering lens alone.
Rather, meaningful problems today are characterized by
growing populations, new technologies, and increasingly
pluralistic social norms; they are increasingly complex and
interconnected (Speth 2008; Balassiano 2011). Dogmatic
disciplinarity under such conditions can lead to misdiagnosis
that yields ineffective—or even worse, perverse—policy or
design solutions.
Researchers and educators have recognized this phenomenon for some time (e.g., Argyris and Schon 1974), and they
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have prescribed a variety of remedies for it. Most recent
scholarly work appears to have been done in education (e.g.,
Lattuca, Voight, and Fath 2004), medicine and health (e.g.,
Choi and Pak 2006), and engineering (e.g., Bucks et al.
2007). Much of that work—especially from the professions—has focused primarily on the need for better intersubdisciplinarity, such as getting mechanical engineers to
collaborate with civil engineers. Substantial work has come
out of urban and regional planning, public policy, and design
disciplines as well (e.g., Schon 1987; Vakil, Marans, and
Feldt 1990; Dewar and Isaac 1998; Roakes and Norris-Tirrell
2000; Freestone, Thompson, and Williams 2006; Sletto
2010; Angotti, Doble, and Horrigan 2011; Larsen et al. 2014;
Ashley and Vos 2015). That body of work is a bit older and
more fully developed, however, and it has not been advanced
recently as much as appears to be the case in medicine and
engineering.
Review of these literatures suggests two prominent
responses to the problem of professional blinders: the promotion of multiple disciplinary learning and of engaged
learning. These literatures also report numerous meta-studies
that document the promise and challenge of both approaches,
particularly in terms of improving student learning outcomes. For purposes here, we recognize and characterize the
literature as addressing three kinds of improved student
learning outcomes, including teaching that makes students
smarter, more pragmatic, and wiser. Being “smarter” means
becoming more knowledgeable about subject matter content
and analytical technique. Being “more pragmatic” means
becoming better able to apply technical skills and knowledge
in an applied, practical context. Finally, being “wiser” means
gaining insight on the inner qualities of oneself and others,
along with insight on the importance and implications of
relationships formed through research, educational, project,
and other related partnerships.
There is considerable overlap between multiple disciplinary and engaged-learning initiatives both conceptually and in
practice. Nonetheless, while not mutually exclusive, they
also are not coterminous, and it is useful to keep in mind
distinctions between them. Recognizing that overlap, the
remainder of this section reviews briefly the literatures on
multiple disciplinary and engaged learning separately and
then summarizes them by integrating common findings and
noting gaps.

Multiple Disciplinary Learning
A variety of terms has been used to describe variations on a
theme, including multidisciplinary, multiple disciplinary,
interdisciplinary, and cross-disciplinary. The theme that
unites them is the notion of teaching and learning that
engages the values, knowledge, language, and methods from
two or more distinct disciplines or subdisciplines in some
meaningful way toward the solution of some compelling
problem. Given such varied terminology, a typology of more
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precise terms we have found most useful was presented by
Choi and Pak in 2006, writing in clinical medicine and basing their typology on a review of dictionaries, Google
searches, and medical journals.
Choi and Pak (2006) identify three broad concepts,
including multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, and transdisciplinary. Multidisciplinary work draws on knowledge from
different disciplines, but the core of the work stays within the
practitioners’ or students’ own disciplinary boundaries.
Interdisciplinary refers to work or study that involves analyzing, synthesizing, and harmonizing links between disciplines so as to produce a coordinated and coherent whole.
Finally, transdisciplinary refers to work that integrates values, knowledge, and methods from multiple disciplines (in
their case, the natural, social, and health sciences) into a
single context (in their case, the humanities) in a way that
transcends traditional disciplinary boundaries.
Whether these differences are more of degree or kind,
they point to a useful distinction to be drawn regarding the
extent of disciplinary integration that occurs through collaborative study and work. Because of the various terms commonly used, and given the nature of the teaching initiative
we describe here, we apply the label “multiple disciplinary”
learning to reflect the broad sense of that theme generically
(i.e., an initiative extending beyond a single disciplinary perspective) and use the label “multidisciplinary” learning to
characterize the nature of the MECC initiative, as described
more below.
Scholars have identified a wide variety of benefits to be
gained through multiple disciplinary learning. Lattuca,
Voight, and Fath (2004), for example, writing about education and drawing on an extensive literature review, suggest
that such learning can make students both smarter and wiser
(see our characterization of those terms above). It makes students smarter by improving their higher-order cognitive
skills (problem solving versus rote memorization), critical
thinking skills (understanding strengths and weaknesses of a
given approach), and creativity and original thinking. It
makes them wiser by imbuing a greater tolerance of ambiguity; an improved ability to appreciate multiple perspectives;
increased sensitivity to the potential for ethical, political, or
religious biases; and improved listening skills, all of which
can yield in turn a greater sense of humility while engaging
collaborative work. More broadly, multiple disciplinary
learning is intended to yield both better learning and better
“citizenship” as students gain an appreciation of the reach
and limits of their own disciplinary perspectives along with
an improved understanding of what other disciplinary perspectives can offer toward resolving wicked problems
(Lattuca, Voight, and Fath 2004; Argyris and Schon 1974;
Schon 1987; Bucks et al. 2007).
A variety of instructional approaches have been taken to
promote multiple disciplinary learning. These approaches
are not mutually exclusive, and any given approach might
be designed to promote multi-, inter-, or transdisciplinary
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learning outcomes for the pedagogical goals at hand. Broadly,
they include incorporating multiple languages (or jargons),
values, or methods from disciplines other than the disciplinary course being taught to increase exposure to those perspectives; developing project-based workshops, courses, or
clinics that engage students from multiple disciplines or subdisciplines in collaborative work; and developing courses
that are cotaught by instructors and/or student teaching assistants drawn from multiple disciplines or subdisciplines (see,
e.g., Lattuca, Voight, and Fath 2004; Bucks et al. 2007). All
of these approaches involve staging a single course rather
than attempting to integrate multiple courses.
The hurdles that multiple disciplinary instruction confront reflect the blinders that come with disciplinary training, even for students early in their training (see, e.g., Bucks
et al. 2007). These include, for example, persistent adherence to a limited set of solution concepts or methods (as the
aphorism goes, once you have a hammer, all problems look
like nails). Similarly, communications challenges arise
with the use of stylized language (jargon), along with the
tendency to characterize students from other disciplines as
“dumb” for not knowing the concepts underlying the jargon. Or they can include the exclusion that happens when
students and faculty, distinguishing rhetorically between
“technical” and “nontechnical” participants, dissuade the
nontechnical students from engaging for fear of being perceived as less rigorous and valuable. In a related way,
exclusion can occur when interdisciplinary courses that
come out of a single disciplinary home are framed in such a
way that other-disciplinary students are dissuaded from (or
uninterested in) participating. More profoundly, undiagnosed confusion can occur when students think they are
communicating but are in fact speaking past one another
because of the different starting points, assumptions, and
frameworks they bring to the table.

Engaged Learning
Conventional teaching involves “passive learning” through
textbook instruction, in-classroom lectures, problem sets,
labs, and sometimes exercises like role-playing. “Engaged
learning” moves beyond conventional classroom instruction
to engage students more directly or actively with the material. This is typically approached by having students work
with an instructor on activities such as in-depth directed
research. More narrowly, and more prominently, it involves
learning that engages directly with a client on a project
related to the topic of instruction. The latter includes especially civically oriented engagement, where students work
with community groups, nonprofits, public agencies, or
sometimes for-profit corporations on some compelling public-oriented project. Current scholarly work in the planning,
policy, and design literatures has addressed these kinds of
teaching initiatives more so than multiple disciplinary teaching (see, e.g., Roakes and Norris-Tirrell 2000; Angotti,
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Doble, and Horrigan 2011; Winkler 2013; Larsen et al.
2014).
In parallel with multiple disciplinary learning, engagedlearning initiatives have been found to make students both
more pragmatic and wiser (again, see our characterizations
of these terms above). Students become more pragmatic by
learning technical skills (e.g., the application of Geographic
Information System, facilitation skills) and an operational
understanding that comes from applying skills in actual practice. They become wiser by gaining the ability to engage in
critical, reflective practice; the ability to work with multiple
actors (usually clients or community members); and ethical
or values-based knowledge that comes from understanding
and reconciling goals in a pluralistic community (Roakes
and Norris-Tirrell 2000; Sletto 2010).
Engaged-learning initiatives can be structured in a number of ways, including workshops, studios, or client-based
capstones (e.g., Kelsch and Schilling 2011); project-based
independent studies or clinics; cooperatives or academically
oriented internships (i.e., if structured to incorporate an academic review and reflection component—see, e.g.,
Freestone, Thompson, and Williams 2006); and possibly
even student-organized engagement initiatives (Balassiano
and West 2012). They might be multidisciplinary as well to
the extent that students from different disciplines engage in
a given course, but it appears from the literature that projects are typically focused on a common goal or set of goals
for a single client through courses taught from within a single department employing a single or primary disciplinary
focus. The multidisciplinary studio described by Kelsch and
Shilling (2011), for example, involved integrating courses
in urban planning and landscape architecture—sibling (if
not sub)disciplines closely aligned historically and in practice—working for a single client on a comprehensive but
single project.
A good contemporary example of a well-established
engaged-learning program in the urban and regional planning domain is the University of Oregon’s Sustainable City
Year Program (SCYP). Through that program, which is part
of the university’s larger Sustainable Cities Initiative, instructors and students are matched with a variety of community
partners through yearlong courses to address a variety of
challenges related to sustainable development. Under the
SCYP design, students conduct research and spend time in
the field visiting their partner communities and engaging
with stakeholders. They present their findings to those partners at the end of the year, and their research and ideas are
synthesized into a final report for the community to help
ensure that their work remains accessible after the course
ends (SCYP 2018).
The larger benefits of engaged-learning initiatives flow
from the kinds of learning they are designed to provide,
where students gain multiple perspectives, recognize the
benefits of experiential learning through direct engagement
with clients and community partners, develop reflective
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skills to ensure that experience leads to learning, and develop
a stronger sense of citizenship (Roakes and Norris-Tirrell
2000; Sletto 2010). In addition, these initiatives may yield
benefits in the form of relationship building and colearning
with clients or community members (Angotti, Doble, and
Horrigan 2011), although the extent to which that happens
varies. Indeed, depending on the nature of the problems
addressed and the relationships developed among different
community members, students’ (and possibly a university’s)
involvement and work could become problematic for community partners to the extent that they are critical or the work
puts those partners in awkward positions relative to their
peers (Winkler 2013).
The challenges for engaged-learning initiatives include
especially the need to plan ahead given the involvement of
extra parties (i.e., community clients); the extra effort
required to develop sincere, robust, and lasting partnership
relationships; the need to allow meaningful community guidance (or conversely, for an instructor to give up some control); and the need to ensure sufficient end-of-project
community and student reflection (see, e.g., Crump 2002).
To the extent that many engaged-learning initiatives also are
framed as group projects (e.g., capstone courses), they face
the added complexity that comes from having to learn to
negotiate team or group dynamics while simultaneously
learning and applying the substantive knowledge and skills
that are the focus of the project.
In sum, considering multiple disciplinary and engagedlearning teaching endeavors together, both strive to enhance
student learning by making students smarter, more pragmatic, and wiser, doing so by inculcating deeper, more creative, and more flexible problem-solving abilities;
engendering the ability to collaborate more effectively
across disciplines and community partners; and enhancing
students’ sense of citizenship, especially their ability to recognize invariably pluralistic community values and the ethical ins and outs of addressing them. That is, both have the
potential to provide students meaningful disciplinary and
meta-disciplinary learning experiences. The primary challenge of these kinds of initiatives is that they require hard
work in coordination and some flexibility in teaching,
whether across multiple instructors, students, and/or classes
(disciplines) or across instructors, students, and community
partners (engagement).

Evaluating Outcomes
Many of the assertions regarding student learning outcomes
described above, drawn mostly from professional programs
evaluating their own teaching initiatives, were based on case
study assessments of initiatives built around individual
courses, such as single courses designed and marketed to students as multidisciplinary courses or client-based capstone
courses. Researchers evaluated learning outcomes from
these endeavors primarily through postcourse interviews of

students or sometimes paired pre- and postcourse assessments, using combinations of multiple-choice and openended questions.
There is a robust body of literature coming out of psychology and education evaluation as well that complements
these findings and offers more sophisticated methods for
evaluating learning outcomes. Multiple disciplinary teaching initiatives, for example, can be approached for evaluative purposes in terms of developing and assessing
teamwork-based skills (e.g., Hughes and Jones 2011), especially where peer assessments are incorporated as part of
the evaluation (Searby and Ewers 1997; Cestone, Levine,
and Lane 2008). Similarly, Steinke and Fitch (2007)
approach engaged-learning teaching for evaluation purposes in terms of service learning. Evaluations for these
kinds of assessments appear to be based primarily on standardized and validated questionnaires, such as the
Comprehensive Assessment of Team Member Effectiveness
(see Loughry, Ohland, and Moore 2007) or the Problemsolving Analysis Protocol (see Steinke and Fitch 2007).
Researchers have similarly developed standardized and
validated questionnaires to measure changes in students’
beliefs, behaviors, and attitudes toward interprofessional
collaboration and socialization for having engaged in a
multiple disciplinary teaching initiative, such as the prepost survey Interprofessional Socialization and Valuing
Scale (see King et al. 2010).
These literatures provide well-established approaches to
evaluating student learning outcomes, and in the process of
doing so they have documented thoroughly the benefits and
challenges of both multiple disciplinary and engaged-learning teaching initiatives. Much of the work reported, however,
involves the development or redesign of individual courses;
it does not address administrative challenges that arise in
implementing full instructional programs that involve coordinating multiple courses across multiple instructors and/or
multiple units. Similarly, we have not found systematic
assessments of the benefits and challenges of advancing university-wide public service initiatives specifically in terms of
coordinating such efforts across multiple units within the
university and across multiple community partners.

The MECC Teaching Initiative
The MECC initiative was designed to convey a deep multidisciplinary and civically oriented engaged-learning opportunity—thus meta-disciplinary learning—for advanced
undergraduate and graduate students from allied, publicly
oriented professional disciplines. It began as a bottom-up,
faculty-led effort, largely through the work of the coauthors
of this article. Beginning in 2010, additional faculty were
recruited and a series of meetings were held by groups of
instructors and program staff who teach and/or administer
engaged-learning courses from a wide array of programs
across campus.
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Those meetings were organized to strategize about how
best to provide capstone-like disciplinary training to students while simultaneously teaching them to mind their
newly developed professional blinders. Another imperative that emerged early on was the need to temper educational costs by minimizing the development of new courses
and the corresponding need to hire new faculty to teach
them. After considerable deliberation, participants settled
on an innovative and untested model. That is, rather than
creating new courses, the initiative draws from established
engaged-learning courses—such as design studios, planning capstones, applied policy seminars, and clinics, each
of which continues to serve its particular programmatic
function. It integrates them, however, to provide a multidisciplinary learning experience as well.
The MECC initiative is multidisciplinary because it is
structured so that students consult and collaborate with one
another on related problems over the course of a term in
ways consistent with the notion of multidisciplinarity as
defined by Choi and Pak (2006). It is simultaneously a
civically oriented engaged-learning initiative because each
of the participating courses conducts work collaboratively
with a community client on a project that engages public or
social goals. The different courses can work for separate
but related clients or a single client. In either case, instructors endeavor to respond to client goals and align client
work product needs with the instructor’s particular course
instruction goals. Most important, emphasis is placed on
selecting projects and developing topics so that they are as
closely related as possible and so that the students’ efforts
can leverage one another.
Several goals of the initiative were adopted in establishing the MECC initiative, including the following: (1)
engage communities that could benefit substantially from
the coordinated efforts of community-focused course projects involving multiple academic units, (2) enhance the
multidisciplinary and engaged-learning educational benefits provided to students, (3) facilitate interactions among
the course instructors to promote additional collaborations,
and (4) facilitate interactions among community clients to
build relationships and create commitment to carrying forward the students’ work once the courses are done.
Corresponding to those goals, the following approach was
developed: (1) identify existing courses that are experiential and client based and that serve the particular pedagogical goals of their respective units (e.g., capstone, workshop,
clinic, and other applied courses), (2) bring two or more of
those courses from multiple units (typically three or four)
together in one community for one or more terms to work
with their individual clients addressing their own particular projects, (3) provide coordination and additional student class meetings at regular intervals throughout the
term to promote multidisciplinary student learning, and (4)
continually evaluate, revise, and improve the initiative to
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enhance student-learning, community-benefit, and administrative outcomes.
Initial sessions of MECC courses were undertaken in
2013 and 2014 with support provided by the university’s
provost and additional funds from a community partner.
Creating a template for later sessions, these initial sessions
involved the integration of several separate courses,
including the following: advanced undergraduate engineering courses working for an airport authority to optimize runway configurations, optimize other logistical
operations, and conduct in situ remediation of contaminated groundwater for the Willow Run Airport, located in
Ypsilanti, Michigan; a graduate architecture studio working for the airport authority on potential reuse alternatives
for airport structures; a graduate urban planning capstone
studio and a graduate public health practicum working for
an impoverished neighborhood located immediately adjacent to the airport; and a graduate public policy applied
policy seminar working for a county community development department. The larger engineering, design, planning, and policy goal was to find ways to enhance Willow
Run airport operations while also benefiting the adjacent
neighborhoods in terms of their physical quality of life,
public health, and employment conditions.2
Following its formal inception in 2013, the MECC initiative was awarded five years of full funding in the fall of
2015 through a competitive university-wide innovative
teaching program. Funds from that grant, and from contributions made by community clients who are able to contribute, go toward the engagement of a full-time and a
part-time program manager and for travel and other logistical costs for students. Instructors are not compensated for
their teaching contributions because the courses involved
would still be offered if not for the MECC initiative.
Between January 2013 and December 2017, the initiative facilitated nine sessions of integrated courses working together on related projects, as summarized in Table 1.
These combined projects were staged in Washtenaw
County, the Detroit metropolitan region, and the Traverse
City region, all in Michigan. The projects served twentytwo community partners, several through multiple iterations of combined MECC sessions. It brought together
twenty-nine courses and twenty-one instructors, including
several cotaught courses and multiple courses taught by
the same faculty members. It engaged 223 students,
including 100 undergraduate and 123 graduate students,
drawing from urban and regional planning, public policy,
public health, engineering, law, architecture, social work,
information, and business. Each combined session incorporates informal cross-team collaborations, to varying
extents, along with formally scheduled group team meetings and periodic joint team presentations at combined
client meetings. At a minimum, students from all participating courses were asked to attend four separate evening
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Willow Run
Redevelopment

Washtenaw County
Affordable Housing

Detroit Neighborhood
Redevelopment in
Collaboration with
DTE Energy
Detroit Redevelopment
Strategy for
Decommissioned
Riverfront Power
Plant
Grand Traverse
Region Workforce
Housing—Group A
Grand Traverse
Region Workforce
Housing—Group B

Winter
2014

Winter
2015

Winter
2015

Refugee Ready Region

Winter
2017

Analysis of airport runway reconfiguration and logistical operations
options
Health impact assessment for adjacent neighborhood
Benchmark analysis of brownfield redevelopment projects nationally
Proposed framework for community bargaining agreement for
adjacent neighborhoods in airport brownfield redevelopment
Proposed design alternatives for adaptive reuse of existing structures
Analysis from design and test of wetland in situ wastewater
treatment system
Analysis of low-value housing/neighborhood redevelopment options

Wayne County Airport Authority

Public Policy (1 faculty, 4 students)
Business (1 faculty, 5 students)
Social Work (1 faculty, 9 students)

Samaritas (nongovernmental organization)
Wayne County Economic Development Agency
Samaritas

NWM RPA

NMW RPA
NWM RPA

Business (1 faculty, 1 student)
Information (1 faculty, 4 students)

Social Work (1 faculty, 11 students)

NWM RPA

Law (1 faculty, 2 students)

Boyne City

Traverse County Housing Authority

Social Work (1 faculty, 14 students)

Engineering (2 faculty, 8 students)

NWM RPA

Environmental impact analysis of potential workforce housing
projects
Analysis of work-residence transit optimization options
Comparative case study of other regional efforts to provide
workforce housing
Tool to inform commuters about commuting costs in making housing
choices
Analysis of issue-based focus group interviews and public meeting
transcripts on public perception of affordable housing
Analysis of draft incorporation articles for workforce housing
nonprofit
Analysis of economic feasibility of affordable housing options
Analysis of online tool to identify proximities of housing and
employment locations
Tool to inform community about tradeoffs from housing
development scenarios
Analysis of focus group interviews to inform development of
communications strategy on affordable housing
Analysis of economic impacts of refugee resettlement efforts
Business plan to help refugees own their own homes
Assistance with online volunteer tracking and implementation
software

Analysis of transit optimization routes for neighborhoods
Analysis of potential use of easements for public use areas
Community engagement strategy for adjacent neighborhoods and
DTE Energy
Analysis of transit optimization routes for adjacent neighborhoods
Analysis of reuse options for power plant infrastructure

West Downtown and Osborn N. Associations
Skillman Foundation
Jefferson East Neighborhood Association
DTE Energy
Detroit Public Schools and Department of
Transportation
Manistee Region Economic Redevelopment
Agency
Northwest Michigan Regional Transit Agency
NWM RPA

Analysis of health-impacts indicators for low-income residents
Analysis of transit optimization routes for low-income neighborhoods
Action plans for neighborhood redevelopment projects

Washtenaw County Public Health
Washtenaw County Transportation
DTE Energy

Washtenaw County Planning

Racer Trust (airport remediation authority)

WWNA, Washtenaw County Public Health
Washtenaw County
WWNA, Wayne County Airport Authority

Analysis of redevelopment opportunities for adjacent neighborhood

Work Products

WWNA

Community Clients

Engineering (2 faculty, 4 students)

Urban and Regional Planning (1
faculty, 12 students)
Engineering (1 faculty, 3 students)
Public Policy (1 faculty, 3 students)

Urban and Regional Planning (2
faculty, 10 students)
Public Health (1 faculty, 6 students)
Engineering (2 faculty, 13 students)
Urban and Regional Planning (2
faculty, 8 students)
Engineering (1 faculty, 8 students)
Law (1 faculty, 1 student)
Urban and Regional Planning (2
faculty, 6 students)
Engineering (1 faculty, 8 students)
Architecture (1 faculty, 10 students)

Urban and Regional Planning (2
faculty, 9 students)
Engineering (2 sections) (2 faculty, 12
students)
Public Health (1 faculty, 10 students)
Public Policy (1 faculty, 3 students)
Urban and Regional Planning (2
faculty, 14 students)
Architecture (2 faculty, 20 students)
Engineering (2 faculty, 15 students)

Participating Units

Note: IWWNA = West Willow Neighborhood Association; NWM RPA = Northwest Michigan Regional Planning Agency.

Grand Traverse Region
Workforce Housing

Winter
2017

Fall 2016

Fall 2016

Winter
2016

Willow Run
Redevelopment

Project Title

Winter
2013

Term

Table 1. Michigan Engaging Community through the Classroom Multiunit Sessions, Winter 2013 through Fall 2017 Semesters.
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sessions over the course of the semester during which a
MECC session ran.
Given this mission and program design, MECC is similar to the engaged-learning program described above, the
University of Oregon’s SCYP, in that it puts multiple
courses into the community working on a variety of topics
in ways that offer the promise of simultaneously providing
public community service and heightened student learning. Unlike SCYP, however, MECC projects are not limited to a prescribed issue (i.e., sustainability), although
many MECC topics happen to implicate sustainability
problems given the urgency and importance of those problems. In addition, MECC is intentionally both multidisciplinary and engaged in that it coordinates and integrates
multiple courses working in the same locations on related
topics. SCYP, in contrast, appears not to be focused
expressly on simultaneously promoting multidisciplinary
learning as well as engaged learning, although such learning might take place to the extent that students from different disciplines enroll in a given course, or a given
community client works with and integrates the work of
multiple courses.
The points to take here are that there are indeed compelling reasons to better integrate student learning opportunities with community-engaged public service, contemporary
examples of programs that are attempting to do so exist,
and there are multiple ways to design such programs,
where the appropriate design flows from the fundamental
goals of a given initiative. The questions we address here
speak to what it takes through program design and administration to help ensure that such a program succeeds.

Evaluating MECC: Administrative
Design and Implementation
There are two broad questions to address in evaluating the
MECC initiative to date. The first is how well the initiative
has succeeded administratively, addressed here. The second is how well the initiative has yielded desired student
learning and public service outcomes, discussed below.
The initiative was not designed as a formal organizational
experiment, and we have not attempted to employ validated questionnaires or other formal measures of its implementation. Rather, our assessment is based on lessons
learned through trial-and-error experimentation, reflection
by the authors (each of whom has been an active participant in the MECC program since its inception), and feedback provided by other participating faculty and staff as
well as feedback from students and community partners as
discussed more below. It is important to acknowledge that
because the initiative was not undertaken as a formal
experiment in program design and administration, and
because our evaluation is not a bracketed assessment conducted by arm’s length external evaluators, our findings
may be limited in terms of their generalizability. We hope,
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nonetheless, that they are insightful and might provide
some useful guidance for others looking to develop similar
programs.

Administrative Design
One principal goal for MECC administratively was to
provide multidisciplinary, engaged-learning opportunities
without creating new courses, tapping into existing capstone-like courses from multiple schools across campus
instead. The initiative has successfully engaged nine
schools and more than twenty instructors, all bringing
existing courses to bear while folding MECC into each
course’s regular curriculum. It also has succeeded in
achieving at least the minimum amount of student engagement envisioned for each session, with some sessions
achieving much more. Beyond sessions formed, there has
been substantial interest expressed by other units, more
than we yet have been able to accommodate. Altogether,
we have experienced much enthusiasm for the initiative in
concept, and some notable engagement in practice, but
also notable challenges in getting new units to engage and
in achieving full and robust collaborations from units that
do, as discussed more below.
A second principal goal of the initiative administratively was to craft a program through which students could
gain disciplinary, multidisciplinary, and meta-disciplinary
learning through MECC’s unique institutional design.
Rather than bringing students from different disciplines
together to focus on a single integrated problem, MECC’s
multiunit, multiproblem model is designed to expose students firsthand to the other collaborating courses’ activities from start to finish, including initial problem definition,
methodological approach, adjustments over time, and final
report preparation and delivery instead of attempting to
frame a fully transdisciplinary experience. The model also
compels students from one class (discipline) to explain to
their colleagues from other classes (disciplines) their particular project goals and analytical methods, yielding the
added learning benefit that comes from explaining one’s
work to others who do not have similar disciplinary
training.
A third principal goal was to give students as authentic
a preprofessional experience as possible, one that reflects
the ambiguities and contradictions that professional practice really entails. One important aspect of real practice is
that work involving multiple clients (or stakeholders)
engaging on a complex project often do not have identical
or even compatible goals, such that clients often provide
multiple or conflicting instructions about how to proceed
or what to prioritize. The MECC initiative has been quite
successful in introducing students to those practical ambiguities and contradictions, much to the consternation of
students (and sometimes faculty) looking for clear instructions and certainty. In addition, the initiative has had some
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success, unexpectedly, in creating conditions that have
allowed clients to interact with one another in ways they
normally do not. This happens most prominently when clients working with different classes meet and engage on
difficult topics in a single client/student consultation session, where the presence of the students has a mediating
effect, prompting the clients to engage with one another in
perhaps a more probing, respectful, or thoughtful way than
they otherwise might if students were not present. To that
extent, this particular aspect of the initiative appears to be
yielding valuable student learning and public service outcomes simultaneously.
Given these administrative goals and design elements,
the initiative should provide a more robust experience in
drawing cognitive connections between the projects executed and the disciplinary approaches taken to address
them, providing in turn a more profound experience than
comes when, for example, planners and designers work
collectively on a single integrated project. Again, the initiative has been more or less successful in achieving these
learning goals, based on student evaluations to date as discussed more below, but not as consistently as hoped.

Implementation
Based on our observations of MECC implementation to
date, the main factor that explains its successes has been its
facilitation of broad and deep student collaborations across
participating classes. Such collaborations have generally
yielded more interesting student work products, more
enthusiastic students, and more enthusiastic community
partners. The breadth and depth of student collaborations,
in turn, appear to be functions of the degree to which faculty reorient their individual courses to facilitate (if not
require) MECC collaborations, the degree to which faculty
remain enthusiastic about the initiative and its potential to
contribute to their particular students and course, and correspondingly the degree to which faculty actively and regularly prompt their students to work with students from the
other participating classes. Not surprisingly, the more each
individual faculty member enthusiastically and actively
prompts his or her students to engage, the more meaningful the student collaborations become (i.e., both multidisciplinary and client engaged).
In terms of challenges, we have found that all of the
hurdles identified above regarding multiple disciplinary
learning initiatives in general have been hurdles for MECC
as well. These have included, for example, prosaic issues
such as the challenge of coordinating busy student and faculty schedules—all the more challenging for the additional
numbers of students and faculty involved (see, e.g., Kelsch
and Schilling 2011). Similarly, issues that arise in engagedlearning endeavors, such as the need to coordinate carefully with community partners, have been present as well
(e.g., Winkler 2013). This latter issue has been less of a
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concern, however, because all of the courses participating
have been well established, and all of the instructors
involved (at least to date) work regularly with community
partners and are mindful of their needs.
Beyond those well-known challenges, the largest hurdles are related more to MECC’s unique institutional
design. One stems from the need to draw from and integrate courses that already serve established unit-specific
purposes. That requires recruiting faculty who already
have full teaching loads and asking them to revise their
course curricula to add new pedagogical goals and activities on top of established goals and activities. It also
requires integrating those efforts more broadly into the
larger curricular goals of the course’s home program. All
of those needs require, in turn, recruiting and coordinating
department chairs and other administrative staff and,
sometimes, renegotiating existing teaching assignments
and curricular demands—an added layer of administrative
complication but one vitally important to initiating combined sessions in the first place.
A second challenge, perhaps not unique to MECC’s
design but highlighted by it, appears when students are
asked to master new knowledge and a new set of skills
unique to their particular discipline while simultaneously
learning how to integrate that knowledge and skill set into
an interdisciplinary endeavor. This is most pronounced
when the classes involved in a combined MECC session
are not capstone-like integrative courses, where students
are presumably drawing on knowledge and skills already
acquired, but rather topical courses where students are
being introduced to new concepts by design. While not a
majority, a number of combined MECC sessions have
involved such collaborations. In these circumstances,
instructors typically focus early in the term on covering
core topics and skills and then fold in MECC collaborations more intensively later in the term. The opportunities
for deeper multidisciplinary and meta-disciplinary learning are somewhat diminished given these combinations,
compared to sessions of parallel capstone-like courses, but
they can be beneficial nonetheless according to student
evaluations as discussed more below.
A third challenge stemming from MECC’s unique institutional design is the need to recruit multiple clients and
frame multiple projects that coherently relate to one
another as well as fitting all of that within the constraints
of an academic calendar. Again based on student responses
as discussed more below, students—as well as community
partners—are especially frustrated when they perceive
that the collaborations they are being asked to engage are
forced because either the needs of different community
partners involved are not sufficiently conversant or the
tasks being undertaken by the several classes involved
cannot be readily leveraged to enhance one another. This
issue has necessitated considerable and focused attention
on lining up multiple clients (or sometimes single clients)
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with problems that are at once multidimensional and interrelated. It also has required that each participating instructor be willing to adapt his or her individual class’s project
goals, tasks, and schedule both before a class has begun
and then, in real time, during the semester as problem
identification and development evolve. Similarly, it
requires having flexible and committed community
partners.
Finally, this last observation speaks to the most profound and difficult hurdle we have encountered to date,
which happens to be the converse of the greatest successes
encountered. That is, real faculty dedication to pushing
students into meaningful and deep interdisciplinary
engagement has been both key and consistently hard to
secure. Such dedication has been most evident when faculty incorporate into their respective syllabi and class
activities various mechanisms that prompt students to collaborate in sufficient and meaningful ways, beyond the
regularly scheduled four-per-term MECC meetings, such
as through extra meeting times and multiclass tasks.
Instructors who have engaged their particular courses this
way appear to do so mainly because they see value in the
student learning outcomes that such collaboration can
bring. To the extent that instructors have not done so, reasons have included the difficulty of meeting the increased
time demands that the initiative requires, a tendency to
overly rely on MECC staff alone to promote multiclass
interactions, and concern that a course not be too sidetracked from the core function it serves by multidisciplinary detours.
All that said, the bigger factor that appears to explain
why some combined MECC sessions have failed to meet
their full promise has been a lack of real commitment by
one or more of the instructors to push their students into
meaningful multidisciplinary collaborations, either for not
having the bandwidth for doing so, not seeing the value of
doing so (at least to the extent of undertaking more than
merely the most rudimentary of collaborative efforts), or
being uncomfortable with doing so. We have no way of
gauging this phenomenon systematically, but we suspect
that at least some of the less-than-successful sessions to
date are attributable to instructors being unwilling, uncomfortable, or just uninterested in teaching outside the box—
incorporating knowledge and skills beyond their own
disciplinary ken. When that occurs, instructors have either
downplayed the importance of multiunit collaborations
expressly or implicitly (sending signals that students
quickly read and respond to), or they have simply refused
to adjust their teaching schedules, tasks, or goals sufficiently to accommodate the initiative. This issue of faculty
reluctance has been most prominent when faculty have
been recruited into the initiative at the prompting of their
administrative leaders, rather than being motivated to join
the initiative independently by their own teaching goals.
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Evaluating MECC: Student Learning
and Public Service Outcomes
As discussed in the review of literature, evaluations of students’ learning outcomes from both multiple disciplinary
and engaged-learning teaching initiatives, based largely on
pre- and postcourse surveys and interviews, have suggested the promise of those initiatives, but they also have
highlighted the stubborn challenge of measuring and
assessing such initiatives systematically. That challenge
has proven to be all the more daunting for the MECC initiative given the complexity of its design and the wide
variety of faculty and courses involved. For these reasons,
we have struggled to conduct evaluations that are both systematic and rigorous across courses.
Even so, we have tested a variety of approaches and
can offer some initial, if tentative, findings. These include
findings from focus group interviews and one-on-one
interviews of students, along with interviews of alumni,
all conducted by MECC program staff. We have experimented with multiple versions of pre- and postcourse queries of students but have not yet found an approach that
has yielded reliable and valid results. For that reason, we
do not present findings from the surveys conducted to date
here. Finally, in addition to assessing student learning,
MECC program staff have conducted individual interviews with community partners to gauge public service
outcomes.

Student Learning
Focus group interviews have provided both detailed insight
on specific issues and a broader perspective on students’
views of multidisciplinary work, learning styles, and project types. Relating back to implementation issues, students
have generally reported support for the initiative in concept but sometimes frustration with its deployment. One
lesson learned early, for example, was the need to conduct
focus group sessions after the middle of the term, but far
enough in advance of finals, to allow exposure to the full
range of issues implicated by the course projects. In addition, focus group feedback has led to better organization
and facilitation of the combined work sessions (e.g., less
reporting out) and better approaches to identifying shared
project goals.
In terms of student learning specifically, drawing from
focus group interviews from a recent MECC session, the
most prominent benefits of the initiative that students
report relate mostly to the insights they have gained about
other disciplines. One engineering student, for example,
reported that a combined multiday field trip to the project
site at the start of the term “was awesome—not just because
of the place, but because we got to talk to other students
working on the same thing.”
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Students have reported benefits from having the opportunity to be ambassadors for their profession and to convey to their fellow students a more nuanced and deeper
understanding of the nature of their own disciplines. A
social work student, for example, noted that “everyone
thinks we [social workers] just take babies away from
families; we were thankful for the opportunity [provided
by MECC] to show we do more.” Indeed, a non–social
work student reported, “I thought social workers dealt
with family problems—they do so much more,” while
another similarly stated, “Before MECC I had no idea
what a public health person did; I’m glad they exist.”
Finally, participating engineering students emphasized the
benefits they gained from learning how to deal with (or at
least to recognize) the ambiguities that the MECC project
entailed, including ambiguities in defining a client’s goals,
addressing changes in project scope over the course of the
term, and defining project success, especially regarding
the integration of their analyses into the work of the other
courses. As stated by one engineering student, “Engineers
design and build roads. We don’t think about the communities they run through; now I will. Now I understand why
it’s so difficult to get things done.”
Conversely, students regularly expressed frustration
that they did not have sufficient time to learn from faculty
teaching the other courses, to work more with students
from those other courses, and to fully understand the
importance of the combined work until the very end of the
term. At the same time, they uniformly acknowledged the
lack of time that was available to address all of these
shortcomings given the pressing demands of their schedules and the other learning goals for the courses
participating.
In addition to focus group interview data, feedback collected through one-on-one interviews has been especially
helpful in identifying communication problems that come
from the use of jargon; highlighting the difficulty of making connections across disciplines, experience levels, and
learning styles; and noting the trouble students often have
in understanding other disciplines’ needs and work products. Drawing from individual interviews from a recent
MECC session, students reported experiences similar to
those uncovered through focus groups sessions. One public policy student, for example, reported that the project
was “fantastic in itself” and that it was “fundamentally
interdisciplinary enough that interactions with other
schools were possible and often natural, when they did
happen,” but that the student had “expected more interaction with the other schools than what ended up being the
case.” Another policy student similarly reported that the
MECC project, as a capstone-like project that provided
learning on “problem solving combined with client focus”
and a “great real-world problem,” was a “genuinely enjoyable learning experience” but that it suffered from limitations in terms of collaboration with the other student teams.

Finally, in addition to conducting focus groups and individual student interviews, the MECC program staff have
conducted follow-up phone interviews with alumni during
the past three years. The primary focus of the interviews
has been to understand how the process can be improved
and to learn about any short-term impacts of the MECC
experience. As reported by alumni, all of whom are only
recent graduates given the short duration of the initiative to
date, a notable benefit of the initiative has come from
learning how to be patient in obtaining and understanding
another discipline’s input. The patience appears to pay off
in the form of achieving better solutions that have deeper
intrateam and community buy-in than would be possible
without an open mindedness to interdisciplinary contributions. Quotes from alumni drawn from these interviews
include statements like the following: “Now I get why
things take so long, but that’s probably a good thing.” “I
knew what to ask the engineers thanks to MECC.” and
“My MECC experience has made me a project leader right
out of school because I know how to take input from
everyone.”

Public Service
To help the MECC instructors and management team better understand how the community partners participating
in the initiative have viewed their experiences, the MECC
program staff have asked the following questions of participating stakeholders: Was the MECC experience worth
your organization’s time and resources? What was the
most surprising outcome of the experience? Did MECC
help demonstrate the need and value of multidisciplinary
efforts to your internal team/community? What can we
improve?
As might be expected, responses to these questions are
varied. They appear to track largely to the level of investment the community partner put into the collaboration
with the students, where partners who interacted most
directly with students expressed the greatest satisfaction
with the outcomes of their work. Even so, when students
have found a way to fully integrate their efforts, the outcomes from their work are very well received.
One community partner for an early MECC session that
managed to integrate its efforts reasonably well, for example, was a county economic development official who had
already had extensive experience working with student
groups prior to the MECC project. She reported that the
final group project report produced by the MECC students
was easily the most sophisticated and helpful analysis she
had received in her experience. Other benefits include the
perceived neutrality of students in conveying creative project ideas (“We couldn’t have gotten it done without UM—
they were our neutral source for great ideas”), the quantity
and quality of the work produced (“I learn so much at each
of our sessions; it can be overwhelming but it helps”), and
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the support that the students’ work provides for obtaining
follow-on funding (“We are getting a $1.2 million grant …
thanks to MECC”).

Lessons Learned and Adjustments
Made
The benefits of multiple disciplinary and engaged-learning
initiatives for providing meta-disciplinary learning are well
documented. Based on the evaluations we have conducted
to date, we have found that, when the MECC multidisciplinary, engaged-learning teaching initiative works, it
indeed works remarkably well at making students smarter,
more pragmatic, and wiser. Students report eye-opening
revelations in terms of developing a better understanding of
how their work fits within a larger context, along with a
deeper sense of where they are able to add value and where
they hit limitations. Engineering students working on the
airport operations analysis for the Willow Run airport, for
example, were initially flummoxed when asked by neighborhood residents how the new aircraft departure routes
would affect them (“uh … that’s not in our scope”), but
they came to better understand and appreciate the implications of their work in larger context by the end of the semester (even adding noise abatement analysis and pollution
emissions reduction measures to their final presentation).
Faculty report a pattern of increased student frustration
followed by increased satisfaction as collaborative efforts
develop and then bear fruit, providing in turn increased
satisfaction for the faculty. As one instructor noted following the engineering student–community resident exchange
that was just described, “You could see the learning taking
place on the student’s face.” Even though engineering faculty involved in the MECC initiative are undertaking community engaged-learning projects for their students outside
of this initiative, these kinds of exchanges are likely to
occur only through an initiative such as MECC that is so
intentionally multidisciplinary and engaged learning oriented simultaneously.
These findings are entirely consistent with the reported
benefits of both multiple disciplinary and communityengaged teaching, and they appear to integrate successfully those benefits through the integrated learning
experience. Beyond the kinds of evidence we have
obtained to date, however, it is more difficult to gauge the
extent to which these learning outcomes may be yielding
a gestalt that is greater than the sum of the parts. Even so,
it does appear that the most dramatic shifts in perspective
and understanding are experienced by students in the more
technically or disciplinarily focused programs (e.g., engineering, law) perhaps because their experiences through
MECC are so far beyond the typical reach of their work.
Urban planning students, and to some extent public
policy students, appear to experience shifts in their

Journal of Planning Education and Research 00(0)
perspectives that are less dramatic if no less discernable,
given the inherently interdisciplinary and public service–
oriented perspectives of their professions. Nonetheless,
they do report in general gaining greater appreciation of
the languages, predispositions, potential contributions, and
limitations of their allied professional colleagues, often
with some surprise. Similarly, students from planning,
social work, and urban design especially appear to gain a
greater appreciation for the need to better explain to colleagues from other disciplines the contributions they offer
in tackling complex problems as well as gaining direct
practice in doing so—a vital skill for practitioners of professions that are not perceived to be technical and thus
self-evidently valuable.
Community partners generally report great satisfaction
with the MECC initiative as well. Most notably, they
appear to gain substantial new insights into the issues they
thought they were addressing but doing so more narrowly
(i.e., recognizing how those issues are connected to other
important community issues). This appears to occur largely
because the structure of the initiative brings together community partners who do not normally work together, at
least not in ways prompted by the initiative. It also occurs
when they have the opportunity in a low-stakes setting to
hear reports and analyses prepared by student groups other
than those prepared directly for their own projects but that
are nonetheless closely related to those projects. Indeed,
this outcome is one of the more substantial—and certainly
most unanticipated—benefits of the integrated MECC initiative to date.
Beyond these stories of success, we have found that
when the MECC initiative does not work, participating in
it yields an enormously frustrating experience for faculty
and students alike. More to the point, student teams, faculty, or clients who never find a way to meaningfully connect their work through the initiative find instead that their
efforts are largely a waste of time and effort and a distraction from the goals they had hoped to achieve. This appears
to happen under two primary conditions: first, when the
various project tasks for a given session are too far afield
from one another to allow for meaningful collaboration,
and second, when the faculty or clients participating do not
fully engage. These conditions arise because of the hurdles
that typically confront multiple disciplinary and engaged
teaching, perhaps especially those that arise from an initiative attempting to do both, as discussed above.
In the end, we have found that a sufficient number of
students are eager to engage the kinds of multidisciplinary
and engaged-learning educational experiences that MECC
attempts to provide, and sufficient community clients are
eager to engage with students in meaningful ways as well,
to make the initiative worth attempting. The biggest challenge, then, has been ensuring that student collaborations
are consistently robust. That outcome depends, first, on
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Figure 1. Michigan Engaging Community through the Classroom process timeline and staff roles.

consistently finding and cultivating committed faculty
partners and, second, on crafting projects that lend themselves to meaningful multidisciplinary collaborations.
Finding willing instructors, and keeping them satisfied so
that they come back to the initiative, ultimately depends on
making their participation in the initiative as easy and as
rewarding as possible.
Given these challenges and the glimmers of success we
have obtained, we have focused our efforts on improving
the administrative design and execution of the initiative in
two ways: first, by enhancing services provided by MECC
staff to make the extra burden on participating instructors
as minimal as possible and, second, by crafting models of
collaboration that instructors can adopt for their given combined session. Figure 1 shows a timeline, based on our
experiences to date, that seems to work best for combined
multiunit sessions, along with the key functions that MECC
staff can play in assisting course instructors. Figure 2 illustrates different models of collaboration we have developed,
moving from less integrated to more. The idea here is to
work with instructors for a given combined session to
determine which model best fits their particular needs in

light of the combination of the courses participating, the
client projects engaged, the pedagogical needs of each separate course, the particular interests and/or concerns of the
instructors, and other session-specific considerations.
Next steps will involve continually evaluating these timelines, staff support services, and models of collaboration to
determine their effectiveness and to improve upon them. We
are exploring more creative, systematic, and rigorous ways
of assessing learning outcomes, especially with regard to
pre- and postsession queries (e.g., comparing learning by
students not involved in an MECC session with those who
are), and we plan to engage longer-term feedback evaluations of alumni for some time after graduation. Finally, we
are continuously adapting our approach to community partner development and project selection as we learn new lessons from term to term. Ultimately, the question to be
answered is whether the investments the university, its faculty and students, and its community partners have made
have been worth the student learning and public service outcomes obtained—a question we will be able to answer better
in a few more years, when the teaching initiative concludes
its formal trial run.

14

Journal of Planning Education and Research 00(0)

Figure 2. Models for combined Michigan Engaging Community through the Classroom sessions.
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