1) Check for updates

Article

Journal of Marketing Education
Student Value of a Transdisciplinary © Tre Authorts) 2024
Approach to Curriculum Development e

sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI:10.1177/02734753241288182
journals.sagepub.com/home/jmd

S Sage
Aarron Atkinson-Toal'

Abstract

A transdisciplinary approach to the learning experience offers students a preparedness for life beyond the classroom by
enhancing disciplinary knowledge and understanding, developing skills of metacognition, or encouraging collaboration
to effectively address increasingly complex societal challenges. To evaluate whether such claims are true from a learner
perspective, this article aims to investigate perceived student value of a recently completed marketing module that adopted
a transdisciplinary approach within its pedagogic design. A qualitative methodology was deployed to encourage participant
reflection, with specific inquiry focused upon distinct dimensions of the learning experience. Findings offer evidence regarding
perceived benefits of engaging with a transdisciplinary learning framework. This included the freedoms of intellectual
inquiry to appreciate disciplinary connections, the development of personal transferrable skills, increased accessibility
within collaborative learning activities, and observed confidence and autonomy within assessment. Practical implications
and limitations are discussed, including complexity issues that may inhibit knowledge development, time restrictions that
constrain effective inquiry, and personal motivation when adopting a self-regulated learning method. The value of this study
permits critique of a renewed and increasingly recognized teaching approach as a solution to enhance the learning experience
and prepare graduates to address complex challenges within society.
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Introduction observed (Budwig & Alexander, 2020). Its ability in advanc-
ing marketing education specifically is also recognized
(Crittenden & Peterson, 2019). Defined as “the unity of intel-
lectual frameworks beyond the disciplinary perspectives”
(Stember, 1991, p. 4) and “a way of addressing complex soci-
etal problems by enabling productive border-crossing
between different knowledge domains and communities of
practice” (van Baalen et al., 2021, p. 25), a transdisciplinary
pedagogic approach to curriculum development is not a revo-
lutionary new proposition nor latest innovative concept of
disseminating knowledge to students or developing their key
competencies. The topic has been well evaluated within edu-
cational literature for more than five decades (Apostel et al.,
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2009), incorporate higher-order thinking (Wagner et al.,
2014), and offer alternative approaches to design and delivery
of a curriculum through recognition of contemporary student
learning needs combined with the university’s role in prepar-
ing students for life after formal study (Allinson & Mahon,
2022; Budwig & Alexander, 2020; Park & Son, 2010).

However, there is little empirical evidence to support
these claims (Takeuchi et al., 2020) and limited literature on
pedagogies that guide the development of this learning expe-
rience (Adefila et al., 2022). Consequently, the promises of a
transdisciplinary approach to innovate the curriculum and
instill the demanded qualities of graduates are challenged.
Critics argue that an oversimplification of advocated key
advantages leads to accusations of a learning style whose
outcomes lack tangibility (Daneshpour & Kwegyir-Afful,
2022; Grossman et al., 2000). Given the multifaceted design
of a transdisciplinary education, an understanding of its
effectiveness is limited to literature often only describing the
learning process (Horn et al., 2024). Consequently, calls for
further research into transdisciplinary education are made
(Brown, 2022; Daneshpour & Kwegyir-Afful, 2022; Horn
et al., 2024). In response, this article seeks to extend knowl-
edge regarding the educational impact and perceived value
of a transdisciplinary curriculum, along with evaluating the
practicalities of such offering. With grounding in a construc-
tivist-based approach to the development and facilitation of a
transdisciplinary curriculum, this article aims to explore
whether the claimed benefits of this learning approach are
true from the student’s perspective. This includes what, if
any, skills, knowledge, and competencies are cultivated to
deal with the anticipated challenges and complexities within
their future employment.

Areview of key literature explores the value of a transdis-
ciplinary approach upon the learning community before
evaluating practical considerations of curriculum design.
Student reflections of a transdisciplinary study experience
are captured through the deployment of a qualitative research
investigation, allowing for critique of associated pedagogic
design factors. The findings offer three primary contribu-
tions to transdisciplinary educational literature. First, this
research offers evidence that a transdisciplinary approach
supports the development of disciplinary knowledge and
understanding in addition to stimulating higher-order think-
ing and metacognitive skills during learning activities. When
applied, they offer wider value during activities that seek to
investigate and address real, complex problems. Second,
findings highlight the effectiveness of the learning experi-
ence in promoting learner engagement when contextualized
as developing expected competencies demanded by future
employers. Third, findings show how practical consider-
ations including time, student motivation and commitment to
a self-regulated study method, along with wider complexities
associated with a constructivist pedagogic approach, may
negatively impact the experience. Implications of the

findings including practical advice for educational practitio-
ners seeking to develop or deploy a transdisciplinary curricu-
lum are discussed.

Literature Review

Various pedagogical approaches for the integration of mul-
tiple disciplines within a teaching curriculum are presented
within the scientific and educational community, each
advocating different perceived benefits to the learning
experience, knowledge advancement, and skills develop-
ment (Baumber et al., 2020; McGregor, 2017; Phenix,
1964). However, many learning and teaching frameworks
suffer from ill-defined, inconsistent terminologies or defi-
nitions when seeking to describe the assimilation of multi-
ple, different disciplines (Choi & Pak, 2006; Greig &
Priddle, 2019). Practical difficulties may occur when inte-
grating multiple disciplinary perspectives within a curricu-
lum, which includes the facilitator possessing the relevant
prerequisite knowledge needed to synthesize and produce
one whole consistent offering (Strachan et al., 2023;
Weinberg & Sample McMeeking, 2017). A misguided, mis-
informed, or superfluous experience may only ever be
achieved as a result (Fishman et al., 2014). Stember’s
(1991) typology, a widely accepted continuum of disciplin-
ary definitions, seeks to clarify learning and teaching termi-
nologies by considering their functional attributes, from
identifying a single, isolated disciplinary approach evolv-
ing into integrated higher-order transformative disciplinary
unities (Figure 1).

An intradisciplinary approach, the first in Stember’s
(1991) typology, utilizes specific knowledge from within a
single discipline to develop core understandings and address
learning objectives (Adams & Kerr, 2022). Cross-disciplinary
fosters an awareness of ideas that exist outside the boundar-
ies of a single discipline, often with minimal integration
other than interpreting ideas or addressing learning objec-
tives via the perspective of another disciplinary point of view
(Machemer & Crawford, 2007). Valuing the importance of
collaboration, multidisciplinary presents organized narra-
tives using different scholarly insights yet defines the bound-
aries between them, although may connect and contextualize
differing perspectives when addressing real-world problems
(Kara, 2018). Interdisciplinary relies upon a synthesis of dis-
ciplinary knowledge integration through a defined strategy,
seeking to offer novel insights to solving problems (Stentoft,
2017). This approach attempts to broaden the boundaries of
specific disciplines yet requires diverse disciplinary insight
in the creation of a coherent narrative, including recognizing
the importance of balancing the appropriate depth and inte-
gration (Augsburg et al., 2013). The framework culminates
in the multifaceted approach of transdisciplinary, seeking to
create a unity of intellectual knowledge that transcends indi-
vidual disciplinary boarders to address fundamental,
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Figure |. Stember’s (1991) Typology of Disciplinary Definitions.

complex challenges that exist within society (Drake & Reid,
2021; Pearce et al., 2018).

Definitions of transdisciplinary teaching and learning
vary within educational literature, often influenced by the
authors or stakeholders involved (Velez et al., 2021). For this
article, “transdisciplinary teaching” captures the pedagogic
and practical factors of designing a curriculum underpinned
by the concept of transdisciplinarity (Daneshpour &
Kwegyir-Afful, 2022; Velez et al., 2021). “Transdisciplinary
learning” focuses on the learner themselves, the educational
environment, and the development of metacognitive skills
and knowledge, framed in the context of complexity, col-
laboration, and criticality (J. Y. Klein, 2018). Both are
explored in the following sections.

Transdisciplinary Teaching and Learning

Transdisciplinary teaching seeks to connect knowledge and
understanding via a synthesis of more than one discipline,
including critically evaluating real-life experiences in the
pursuit of exploring and addressing wider societal problems
(Renn, 2021). This approach is common in the areas of ethics
(Cockburn & Cundill, 2018), sustainability (Horn et al.,
2023), and responsibility (Kubisch et al., 2020). When
applied to the curriculum, transdisciplinary teaching gener-
ates deeper methods of learning, inquiry, and problem-solv-
ing built upon the foundations of disciplinary cooperation
and knowledge integration to address complex challenges
(Ciesielski et al., 2017; Godemann, 2008). Such perspective
is necessary given how societal problems are rarely defined
within the context of one single academic discipline but
instead exist as a series of interconnected poly-crises influ-
enced by a diversity of antecedents and consequences
(Stember, 1991). Therefore, it is argued that any successful
inquiry must not be restricted by limited contextual scope or
defined disciplinary boundaries (Lawrence, 2010). The inte-
gration of relevant knowledge and multiple perspectives is
required if any meaningful solutions are to be found
(Remington-Doucette et al., 2013). Considering marketing

education specifically, integrating disciplinary knowledge
across social science subjects including economics, psychol-
ogy, and sociology is a recognized valuable approach of
addressing complex consumption practices (McGregor,
2013).

Transdisciplinary curriculum design embraces a nonlin-
ear delivery facilitated through a constructivist approach to
knowledge creation that permits the flexibilities required for
methods of inquiry unrestrained from disciplinary boundar-
ies, with increased focus on lived experiences and real-world
issues (Exter et al., 2020; S. A. Levin, 1999; T. Levin &
Nevo, 2009; Russell et al., 2008). This allows for integratory
freedoms of different scholarly perspectives within the learn-
ing experience to address complexities in context (Jeder,
2014). As T. Levin and Nevo (2009) summarized, based
upon the insights of Freire (1970) and Grundy (1987), a
transdisciplinary curriculum is characterized by (a) practical
application of theory that underpins the learning experience,
(b) addressing student learning and skill development
requirements via the freedoms of an unconstrained approach
of inquiry, and (c) transformation from a discipline-based to
a contextual-based curriculum that serves to solve complex
problems. The educational experience becomes enriched as
both learner and facilitator develop scholarly knowledge and
personal skills resulting from a dynamic, augmented applica-
tion of theoretical insight to practice (T. Levin & Nevo,
2009).

Transdisciplinary learning activities address multifaceted
and complex socially relevant issues (Horn et al., 2023).
They are often ill-defined and adopt unstructured methods of
inquiry that principally place the interests of concerned
stakeholders first when attempting to seek solutions (Reilly
& Reeves, 2023; Scholz et al., 2006). Such activities are con-
ceptually different to the case study approach, as focus is
typically placed upon historic events where the “phenomena
investigated cannot be separated from its context” (Scholz
et al., 2006, p. 228). Scholz and Tietje (2002, p. 6) define
case studies as “considered from a specified perspective and
with special interest” highlighting the scientific, structured
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method of inquiry in addressing a problem that limits knowl-
edge development to an explicit event.

Pedagogical Considerations of a Transdisciplinary
Approach to Curriculum Development

Knowledge specialization facilitates disciplinary fragmenta-
tion, thereby impeding the learning experience as isolated
topics create an inhibited curriculum delivery (Bernstein,
2015). Encouraging criticality or delivering context to insu-
lated subdisciplines force boundary changes that can further
the development of disciplinary knowledge (J. T. Klein,
1996; Takeuchi et al., 2020). The creation of a learning com-
munity that cultivates intellectual inquiry, encourages explo-
ration, and facilitates problem-solving is significant to the
experience (McGregor, 2017). A transdisciplinary pedagogy
is claimed to require such a constructivist paradigm, where
an interactive and dynamic offering permits students to cre-
ate their own knowledge and understandings via experience,
collaboration, and reflection (T. Levin & Nevo, 2009; Park &
Son, 2010). Practical constructs and learner outcomes are
explored in the following sections.

The capability to question and a proficiency in problem-
solving are regarded as essential skills to be developed within
the transdisciplinary experience through inquiry-based and
problem-based learning (Savin-Baden, 2016). Learning via
practical approaches of active participation and collaboration
creates a Community of Inquiry (Col) where individuals
engage in critical debate to construct personal meaning and
shared understanding (Cleveland-Innes et al., 2018; Garrison,
2013). The formation of a transdisciplinary team allows stu-
dents to act as experts in their field, enabling an agile coop-
erative response to learning activities (Rohm et al., 2019).

The Col framework, first conceptualized by Garrison
et al. (2000), represents a practical constructivist approach to
the development of a learning curriculum that seeks to facili-
tate intersubjective collaboration by offering an authentic
method of inquiry for addressing real problems, with knowl-
edge embedded in a social context (Dumitru, 2012; Pardales
& Girod, 2006; Shields, 2003). The framework integrates
three interdependent elements within the educational experi-
ence. The first, cognitive presence, is defined as “the extent
to which learners are able to construct and confirm meaning
through sustained reflection and discourse” (Garrison et al.,
2001, p. 11). It aims to encourage critical thinking that initi-
ates interest, encourages exploration, and integrates subject-
specific insight to offer solutions and demonstrate knowledge
(Garrison, 2017). Second, social presence is “the ability of
participants to identify with the community, communicate
purposefully in a trusting environment, and develop interper-
sonal relationships by way of projecting individual person-
alities” (Garrison, 2009, p. 352). This emphasizes the
effectiveness of collaboration within the learning experience.
Finally, teaching presence is defined as the “design,

facilitation, and direction of cognitive and social processes
for the purpose of realising personally meaningful and edu-
cationally worthwhile learning outcomes” (Anderson et al.,
2001, p. 5), recognizing the responsibility of the facilitator to
design a curriculum underpinned by criticality and collabo-
ration in the pursuit of addressing problems (Lu et al., 2014).

The integration of disciplinary perspectives and generat-
ing knowledge in the pursuit of solving real problems devel-
ops metacognition, the skills of self-regulated learning, and
critical thinking (Budwig & Alexander, 2020; Dinsmore
et al., 2008). Metacognition, defined generally as “cognition
about cognitive phenomena” (Flavell, 1979, p. 906), is
argued as being separate from intelligence (Ohtani &
Hisasaka, 2018), although its definition is fluid across disci-
plines. Within educational psychology, metacognition is pre-
sented as a central tenet of self-regulated learning (Norman
et al., 2019). Metacognition possesses two distinct compo-
nents as summarized by Lai (2011): Cognitive knowledge
being an understanding of oneself as a learner (Jaakkola
et al., 2022), awareness of the learning process itself (Teng,
2021), or reflecting upon held knowledge (Lee & Tseng,
2024; Pintrich, 2002). Cognitive regulation is the ability to
identify, select, and apply appropriate knowledge in context
yet possess an awareness of one’s own performance and
engage in self-evaluation (Modrek et al., 2019; Whitebread
et al., 2009). Similarly, Rivas et al. (2022) recognize two
metacognitive components: declarative referring to knowl-
edge of oneself and the task, and the other procedural, orien-
tating such knowledge toward a goal through a self-regulated
approach to study adopted by the learner. Strategies seeking
to enhance metacognition can exist throughout the learning
experience (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020). This includes
self-regulated learning activities to encourage learner auton-
omy (Victori & Lockhart, 1995) or develop confidence
(Jiang & Kleitman, 2015).

Associated with higher-order inquiry is critical thinking.
Whether this skill is a component of metacognition or exists
within the practice of self-regulated learning is debated
(Dinsmore et al., 2008; Rivas et al., 2022). An accepted,
agreed definition of critical thinking within literature, how-
ever, is seldom found, given the many cognitive components
or practical considerations associated with it (Davies, 2014;
Halonen, 1995). Magno (2010) believed that critical thinking
occurs when metacognitive skills are employed. Ku and Ho
(2010) argued that being a competent critical thinker allows
for increased engagement with activities that require metacog-
nition. Similarly, Jansen et al. (2019, p. 2) stated that learners
who are self-regulated and take ownership of their studies are
“metacognitively, behaviourally and motivationally active.”
Such perspectives reinforce personal characteristics of behav-
ioral regulation including time management or an ability to
seek assistance (Zimmerman, 1986) and motivational regula-
tion of continued commitment to inquiry (Pintrich, 1999).
However, varying and interchangeable definitions of
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metacognition, critical thinking, and self-regulated learning
exist, a recognized limitation of educational studies when
seeking to evaluate the concept (Azevedo, 2020; Dinsmore
et al., 2008; Livingston, 2003; Skinner, 1976).

Assessment within a transdisciplinary curriculum requires
demonstrative understanding of disciplinary knowledge yet
simultaneously allows students to exhibit metacognitive and
reflexive skills (Drake & Reid, 2018; Jeder, 2014). For
example, assessment aims may require students to value the
connections between disciplines and apply the necessary
metacognitive personal skills to solve issues (Remington-
Doucette et al., 2013). Derry and Fischer (2005) offered
practical recommendations of assessment aims, including
connecting general activities that promote reflective partici-
pation or engagement within learning communities, activi-
ties that measure metacognitive skill and ability through the
critical evaluation and integration of different information
sources in different contexts, and activities that demonstrate
the identification and understanding of social or global
issues. Criteria for assessing student understanding rely upon
disciplinary grounding, cognitive advancement through
practical integration, and a critical awareness of differing
perspectives or alternative explanations (Boix Mansilla &
Duraising, 2007; Remington-Doucette et al. 2013). However,
limited recommended strategies for assessing the skills
afforded by a transdisciplinary learning experience exist
given disagreements of scope and definition (Brown, 2022;
Fortuin & van Koppen, 2016; E. Smith, 2011).

Integrating different disciplines within a curriculum may
offer superficial understandings at best (Budwig & Alexander,
2020; Drake, 2012). Critics of a transdisciplinary design sug-
gest that it offers nothing more than idealized descriptions of
the educational environment built upon unsubstantiated
claims of enhanced student knowledge and ability (Grossman
et al., 2000). However, critics of traditional approaches high-
light how conventional university structures or institutional
operations are often inward-focused or restricted by bureau-
cracy which becomes detrimental to the learning experience
and overall student preparedness for the future (Bezanilla
et al., 2019; Evans, 2015). A transdisciplinary focus is there-
fore important to instill higher-order skills, including quali-
ties of responsibility and confidence, that develop the learner
and instigates change (Ashby & Exter, 2019; Parkes &
Blewitt, 2011). These outcomes of the learning experience
are recognized as advantageous to future career opportuni-
ties (Derry & Fischer, 2005), particularly within marketing
(Bacon, 2017).

In summary, the benefits of a transdisciplinary approach
are recognized within literature, from developing disciplin-
ary knowledge (Fam et al., 2018) to solving practical issues
(Pearce et al., 2018), or developing higher cognition (Soublis,
2017). However, descriptions of a transdisciplinary learning
experience often assume these benefits. As Horn et al. (2024)
critically reflect upon a lack of understanding from a student

perspective existing within literature, there is opportunity to
explore whether a transdisciplinary curriculum offers any
perceived value to the learner. Previous, albeit limited, quali-
tative studies attempting to capture student views have
uncovered both theoretical and practical implications (i.e.,
Lage-Gomez & Ros, 2023). However, Budwig and Alexander
(2020) argued a need for further research into such imple-
mentation efforts. This article answers the call for research
into how curricula “designed in the spirit of transdisciplinar-
ity” (Horn et al. 2024, p. 10) offer the potential to transform
the learning and teaching experience, including what bene-
fits students derive from it. Doing so presents a critical
awareness of the practical considerations required for suc-
cessful implementation. This also includes assessing whether
the claimed benefits of transdisciplinarity, as presented
within this literature review, are true from the learner’s
perspective.

Method

This study collected insight from undergraduate students
reflecting upon their experiences of completing a marketing
module, titled Consumer Behavior, that integrated a transdis-
ciplinary approach to pedagogic design and associated learn-
ing activities. Specifically, theoretical knowledge from
multiple disciplines including marketing, management, psy-
chology, sociology, and behavioral economics underpinned
core learnings. This introduced students to the advantages of
disciplinary collaborations (as influenced by the suggestions
of McGregor (2013) who emphasized demonstrating the
value of connecting such disciplines within marketing con-
texts. Guest speakers from industry were invited to frame
examples and strengthen the community ties between theory
and practice.

The curriculum was designed in consultation with key
members of an education committee whose body represents
colleagues from different disciplines. This ensured accuracy,
appropriateness, and validity of the module and its outcomes.
The module required 200 hr of study time, consisting of 14
synchronous teaching sessions totalling 28 hr. The remainder
asynchronous activities were facilitated more than 10 weeks.
Although the module was positioned within a business and
management program, being an open module allowed stu-
dents from different academic disciplines to join from across
the institution. A review of the module’s curriculum design
and data collection procedures is presented within the fol-
lowing sections.

Learning Activity Design

The module design and associated learnings adhered to the
transdisciplinary principles of Freire (1970) and Grundy
(1987), as summarized by T. Levin and Nevo (2009). This
first meant distinguishing theory from practice (or a praxis
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curriculum) and acknowledging “interaction between ele-
ments and people to foster learning” (T. Levin & Nevo, 2009,
p. 443). Students were provided with the opportunity to use
theoretical knowledge from their own disciplines to explore
real-world marketing-related phenomena, consumer behav-
ior, or related concepts. For example, when investigating
consumer response to the climate crisis, asynchronous learn-
ing included self-determined research to identify key exam-
ples of interest. Alternatively, synchronous learnings
encouraged live critical discussion with others to explain
current marketing issues via the student’s own disciplinary
theoretical lens. The second principle, being responding to
students’ needs, permitted smaller group teaching activities
to address knowledge gaps and were partly guided by ave-
nues of specific, purposeful exploration. For example, if a
psychology student wished to learn more about behavioral
perspectives from a sociological lens, synchronous activities
would bring such students together for knowledge sharing
and debate. The final principle was to ensure a contextual
learning experience (rather than solely discipline-based) that
permitted solving authentic problems. For example, asyn-
chronous activities required students to identify a marketing
problem of interest (not dictated to them) and propose a sys-
tem of inquiry to critique and offer solutions. Given the
diversity of the student body, each small group enjoyed the
uniqueness of critical debate and discussion that encouraged
a defense of personally held perspectives or ideas, a key facet
of the learning experience (T. Levin & Nevo, 2009).

Metacognitive Skills Development

The Col framework (Garrison et al., 2000) underpinned col-
laborative activities to develop and instill metacognitive
skills. In the pursuit of identifying real-world marketing
problems, such as the cost-of-living crisis affecting disad-
vantaged societies or influencing greater sustainability in
shopping, students were encouraged to work together within
small-group settings to integrate their disciplinary knowl-
edge. This created a community that were committed to
developing strategies and propose solutions. For example,
synchronous activities required students to evaluate observed
consumer values from key theoretical perspectives to gener-
ate new marketing ideas in the context of identified real-
world issues. Asynchronous assessment activities adopted
the practical recommendations of Derry and Fischer (2005),
requiring students to demonstrate and apply both disciplin-
ary knowledge and metacognitive skills of critical evaluation
and reflexivity. A component of the assessment task included
identifying practice-based issues, critiqued via theoretical
perspectives, to propose new marketing strategies and reflect
upon such recommendations. Reflection within assessment
is recognized as an opportunity to assess individual compe-
tence development relating to these personal skills (Redman
et al., 2021). This is particularly relevant within a

transdisciplinary learning experience where reflection is
used to develop new actions when addressing complex chal-
lenges that require both theoretical and practical knowledge
(Acevedo-Osorio et al., 2020; Fortuin & van Koppen, 2016).

The goal of interdisciplinarity is to “integrate concepts,
methods and principles from different disciplines”
(Lawrence, 2010, p. 127), where the purpose of activities is
often to connect knowledge or demonstrate how disciplines
interact with each other (McPhee et al., 2018). However,
activities in this learning experience were developed using
the transdisciplinary aims summarized by Lawrence (2010).
This allowed learners to confront complexity (e.g., the mul-
tifaceted causes and solutions of the climate crisis as con-
text for learning), accept uncertainty (students are made
aware there is no one correct answer or that the problem is
even solvable), and engage collaboratively to allow for
practical reasoning (where students propose, defend, and
work together to complete activities) while ensuring that
activities were action-oriented (where students develop a
marketing strategy or response underpinned by the previ-
ous learning and activities). Example activities are pre-
sented in Table 1.

Data Collection and Analysis

This study adopted a targeted, purposive sampling method of
participant recruitment. Sixteen individuals who completed
the module delivered at a large university within the United
Kingdom were recruited for interview to ensure representa-
tion of students from different disciplinary backgrounds.
Being an open module, represented within the sample include
students from business management (n = 2), economics (n
= 2), psychology (n = 2), natural sciences (n = 3), social
sciences (n = 3), law (n = 2), and sport sciences (n = 2)
programs. The sample consisted of a 7:9 male/female ratio,
with an average age of 20 and were of U.K. nationality.
Although a relatively small sample, previous studies with
similarly sized samples have contributed to advancing under-
standing of a transdisciplinary learning experience (e.g.,
Horn et al., 2024; Orozco & Cole, 2008; Payne & Jesiek,
2018).

Data were collected once all teaching and assessment
activities had ended. Participants were informed that the pur-
pose of the investigation was to reflect upon their experience
of studying the module. This allowed insight regarding per-
ceived value of key components of the transdisciplinary
learning experience to be captured. Participants consented
before engaging with the study and they were informed that
involvement did not have any bearing on their university per-
formance. Questions asked were open (e.g., In your opinion,
what do you think the value is of collaborating with students
from different programs to complete tasks?) and reflective
(e.g., has completing the module developed any skills you
feel will be relied upon in your future studies?). Questions
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Table I. Example Learning Scenarios (Based Upon the Transdisciplinary Principles of T. Levin and Nevo (2009).

Transdisciplinary principle Example scenario

Example asynchronous activity

Example synchronous activity

(1) Praxis curriculum To critically explore consumer
response to the climate

crisis.

(2) Responding to
students’ needs

To critically debate consumer
motives for choosing
whether to engage with the
climate crisis.

(3) Contextual learning
experience

To develop marketing
strategies that encourage
or influence consumers to
engage with the climate
crisis.

Using secondary research of
market data, identify causes of
changing marketplace conditions
related to the climate crisis.

Propose methods of influence,
underpinned by distinct subject-
knowledge, that may encourage
increased climate-friendly
shopping.

Using a buyer persona framework,
apply disciplinary knowledge to
explain changing consumer behaviors
related to the climate crisis.

Share your ideas, using knowledge Identify a fellow student from a
from your own discipline,
to explain climate-related
consumer behaviors.

discipline other than your own that
you wish to learn more about and
share perspectives on climate-related
consumer behaviors.

Defend your proposal from fellow
student critique. Integrate your
proposal with fellow students
from other disciplines to create
a developed understanding of
the consumer to propose a new
marketing strategy of influence that
encourages climate-friendly shopping.

were influenced by T. Levin and Nevo’s (2009) approach of
assessing the impact of a transdisciplinary curriculum.

The first category of questions sought to elicit perceived
student value of integrating different disciplinary perspec-
tives to identify, explain, and solve issues relating to market-
ing problems within society. This allowed for a critique of T.
Levin and Nevo’s (2009) transdisciplinary principles in prac-
tice. The second category explored perceived benefits of
engaging with the module’s learning activities to apply
knowledge and achieve objectives, including self-directed
and community-based learning scenarios. This permitted a
critique of the Col framework (Garrison et al., 2000). Finally,
the third category of questions explored the practical peda-
gogic elements of demonstrating knowledge and skills, par-
ticularly within a project-based final assessment (instead of
an essay-based one). These practical reflections allowed for
a critique of Derry and Fischer’s (2005) recommendations.

Responses were analyzed using QSR International’s
NVivo 14 software. Using the thematic protocols of Braun
and Clarke (2006) and best practice guidance of qualitative
analysis by Byrne (2022), the data were iteratively examined
to identify emergent key themes across multiple categories.
The generation of initial codes assisted in identifying seman-
tic or latent themes. For example, a semantic theme of hav-
ing investigatory freedoms was explicitly (“the assessment
gave me the freedom to engage with a variety of topics”) and
inexplicitly (“I don’t like being spoon fed”) identified.
Following a recursive review of the potential themes emerg-
ing from the data, themes and subthemes were identified
which assisted in creating a coherent narrative of findings (as
presented within the following section). Once themes and
subthemes were defined, quotational evidence was recorded
to support emergent reflections within responses and a the-
matic map produced (Figure 2).

Key Findings

Findings are organized into higher-order themes: (a) knowl-
edge development, (b) skills development, and (c) personal
experience. Interconnected subthemes were identified as
illustrated within the thematic map (Figure 2). Each theme is
presented, evidenced, and discussed within the following
section.

Knowledge Development

Participants noted the value of integrating different disciplin-
ary knowledge and alternate perspectives in addressing
learning objectives, resulting in improved disciplinary
understanding. This supports the ideas of T. Levin and
Nevo’s (2009) transdisciplinary principles to achieve such
aims:

Connecting different topic disciplines gives a more
comprehensive understanding of the subject as it encouraged
[me] to think more broadly . . . as opposed to thinking of each
section in isolation. There was a lot to learn, but it was made
easier once you understood how things connected. (Natural
sciences student)

Opportunity to demonstrate improved disciplinary under-
standing within assessment activities is emphasized by Drake
and Reid (2018). Derry and Fischer (2005) advocate how
assessed tasks that facilitate knowledge integration and
engage metacognition in the pursuit of understanding real
issues enhance the learning experience. The significance of
doing so was reflected upon:

It was a meaty assessment, something to really get my teeth into.
I felt that what we learnt in the lectures and seminars really
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helped, it was clear how they both contributed to the assessment.
It was challenging, but being able to present a solution to a
problem I was interested in I felt really did push me in my
understanding of the topics but also how I applied them to the
investigation. (Sports sciences student)

A key advantage of the transdisciplinary learning experience
was the ability to engage with and develop transferrable
knowledge, resulting in increased accessibility to topics that
where initially unfamiliar to many (Derry & Fischer, 2005).
Reliance upon “own” discipline-specific knowledge to
remove boundaries and engage with the module was com-

mented upon:

It allowed me to analyse and understand [the module] from
different perspectives which perhaps I didn’t initially consider.
Also, coming from a sports degree helped me adjust to the
module in a more transferable manner as I could pull previous
knowledge from my sport psychology module for example to
help understand consumer psychology. (Sport sciences student)

Knowledge and understanding can be developed further via
the construction of an investigatory team or learning com-
munity (Garrison, 2013). This encourages critical debate and
sharing ideas when solving problems (Cleveland-Innes et al.,
2018). The value of collaboration, particularly collaborating
with students from different or unfamiliar programs who
possess alternative views and bring with them new knowl-
edge, was recognized as a key advantage to the learning
experience:

There were a lot of students from different departments studying
different topics which made group discussions rather interesting
as people were able to share their own perspectives on the tasks
using ideas from their own discipline. This made the activities
rather interesting, and I learned a lot from this. (Psychology
student)

Supporters of transdisciplinary learning claim that reliance
upon insular disciplinary knowledge or defined avenues of
inquiry limit attempts at furthering understanding or address-
ing complex real-world problems (Bernstein, 2015). Similar
sentiments were also shared by participants, where value was
attributed to an unrestrictive learning approach:

It allows students like me to gain a comprehensive understanding of
the module and thus enable us to advance our critical thinking skills
as it requires us to not only identify the links between the varied
topics, but also explain how they’re connected. I think it’s quite
important for students to engage in a learning style that doesn’t
restrict them to one perspective. (Business management student)

Skills Development

A transdisciplinary approach facilitates higher-order skills
development, particularly within the many facets of meta-
cognition (Budwig & Alexander, 2020; T. Levin & Nevo,
2009). Offering students opportunity to address complex,
real-world challenges via theoretical knowledge integration
within activities was recognized as a method to build valu-
able critical thinking skills:
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Critical thinking was one of the most fundamental skills needed
for successful participation. Although a basic understanding of
the theoretical concepts was essential, the workshop relied on us
to be able to apply this to real-life problems and offer our
explanations for the issues. (Business management student)

Engaging in activities designed to encourage criticality
allowed for other complementary personal skills to be devel-
oped. This included scholarly independence and confident
exploration (McGregor, 2017). This complemented struc-
tural knowledge development (J. T. Klein, 1996), as one par-
ticipant reflected,

The ability to critically assess sources and information is
paramount if one wants to do well. Similarly in work the ability
to have confidence in not knowing something about a certain
topic and being able to go away and research and return with a
coherent argument for a question or issue is a valuable skill.
(Economics student)

Grounding the learning experience and associated activities
within complex, real-world issues orientated participants to
the future, where the value of understanding how organiza-
tions may engage in similar methods of problem-solving was
recognized:

This practical project was particularly useful as it felt like a
window into knowing how a real-life business operates. It gave
me a realistic view of how they go about identifying and
presenting solutions. I think this will come in useful. (Business
management student)

A preparedness for the future is regarded as a demanded
characteristic of both students and employers alike (Schlee
& Karns, 2017). Participants reflected positively on activi-
ties designed to simulate experiences they may encounter in
their future employment, noting specifically,

Addressing real-world issues is massively beneficial because it
allows one to apply their knowledge to a situation that is likely
to occur in a business setting. This gives the student a more
realistic approach when analysing creative solutions to issues.
(Business management student)

Personal Experience

A final key theme emerging from the data was the experience
of studying a transdisciplinary module itself, where partici-
pants noted differences when comparing the module with
that of others. Increased personal engagement and commit-
ment to the study experience was observed within responses,
with participants commenting how refreshing the module
was:

The module felt open and free which kept things fresh and
interesting. Sometimes you’d go into the lectures and not know
what to expect next, which kept me coming back. Just having

that variety alone helped me understand things a lot better. It
was a rather different experience. (Business management
student)

Positive reflections on both intellectual and investigatory

freedoms were observed throughout discussions, a recog-

nized advantage of transdisciplinarity (T. Levin & Nevo,
2009). Participants noted how the unrestricted methods of
inquiry and an ability to choose topics of interest enhanced
personal development and the wider learning experience,
particularly within assessment:

[The assessment] gave me the freedom to engage with a variety
of theories and topics that I found interesting and that I was
confident in knowing and using. I really found the autonomy of
the assessment refreshing whilst being able to showcase my
skills. I felt I put more effort into this assessment. (Psychology
student)

The full benefits of transdisciplinarity are only realized if a
student is committed and engaged (Jansen et al., 2019).
Varying levels of motivation were recorded within responses,
with participants claiming they were motivated but observed
instances where fellow students were not. This had conse-
quences on the learning experience. From a self-regulated
learning perspective, increased motivation within assess-
ment activities was noted:

I felt I was more motivated to complete this assessment than
others I’ve done as I was able to choose something I was
passionate about and interested in. It made it more enjoyable. I
don’t like being spoon-fed. (Natural sciences student)

However, not all experiences were encouraging. Disruption
occurred where students were not behaviourally or motiva-
tionally active in their learning, particularly during collab-
orative, community-based activities. This caused detriment
to the experience of others. As such, a key vulnerability to
the method was uncovered:

The group activities required students to be fully engaged, active
and willing to participate to complete the tasks. But if people did
not understand the core topics then it either took longer for them
to get caught up to speed which wasted time, or they would not
be able to share and contribute. (Law student)

Nevertheless, methods were employed during collaborative
learning activities to boost engagement where possible, par-
ticularly within synchronous small-group sessions. This
included empowering students to rely upon their own disci-
plinary knowledge to aid debate or lead discussions. These
methods were considered advantageous, as one participant
remarked,

The workshop’s intended purpose of boosting engagement from
all students is undoubtedly significant, particularly for students
that are too shy to contribute or international students that may
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not be as confident in their language abilities. I think this
learning style fosters a more engaging environment for all
students. (Social sciences student)

Complexity was an emotive sub-specific theme observed.
This was poignant to the personal experience of students but
relevant to the wider facets of this transdisciplinary approach.
Transdisciplinarity, by definition, seeks to address complex
challenges (Stember, 1991). What results is a complex peda-
gogy and possible unfamiliar learning experience when
applied to the curriculum. It requires both multidisciplinary
knowledge and personal characteristics that may not be
suited to all types of learners, given the diversity of learning
styles that may exist within a cohort (Park & Son, 2010).
Regarding disciplinary knowledge in particular, one respon-
dent reflected,

Incorporating multiple disciplines can perhaps be confusing and
overwhelming at times as there is a range of subject areas to
learn and focus on. I became distracted by the different
perspectives and lost sight of the overall objective at times.
(Law student)

Negative feelings or emotions experienced during the study
experience were recorded, with particular reference to the
nonlinear and undirected methods of inquiry that defines a
transdisciplinary approach. These emotions were often
heightened during individual activities:

It was sometimes difficult to determine which theories and
frameworks were relevant to the assessment. There was some
uncertainty whether [ was linking them to the assessment in the
right way which made me nervous and anxious. It was a bit
complex. (Business management student)

Integrating multiple theoretical and disciplinary perspectives
in the pursuit of solving problems is a key cornerstone of any
transdisciplinary investigation (T. Levin & Nevo, 2009),
although was another facet that participants considered
complex:

Not only was I expected to grasp the core theories, but I then had
the added complexity of having to think about how the different
sections connect and interact with each other. I felt myself
having to take the time to read more on this module when
compared to my others. (Business management student)

Although many critical reflections were acknowledged
regarding the complexity of the learning experience, partici-
pants also recognized the value of being challenged by a
learning style that developed broad knowledge and personal
skills:

I found this learning experience both challenging and fascinating.
It allowed for flexibility and the application of different ideas to
serve a unique purpose. Despite its complexity, engaging with

this subject has led to a significant expansion of my knowledge.
(Economics student)

One final subtheme emerging from reflections regarding the
personal, complex study experience was the importance of
time. Critiques of transdisciplinarity argue that superficial
knowledge is only ever produced when integrating different
disciplines within a curriculum (Drake, 2012). Such issues
may be compounded if sufficient study time is unavailable
for students to fully engage with, or benefit from, the com-
plexities of a transdisciplinary approach. Curriculum design
considerations are important, but the amount of time to
engage with it appears to be a key concern, as one participant
noted,

Longer teaching time of this module was needed. Limited to
only one term impacts what can be achieved during this time. It
might be more basic instead of the in-depth exploration of
broader topic disciplines. If students only know little about the
subject or don’t possess enough knowledge at the beginning, it’s
going to take even more time to learn the key topics. (Social
sciences student)

Discussion of Key Findings

The results from this exploratory qualitative investigation
provide both critique and practical considerations of a trans-
disciplinary learning experience. To address the initial ques-
tion posed at the beginning of this article, findings indicate
how a transdisciplinary learning strategy of the past can
assist in the development of skills, qualities, and experiences
required to deal with anticipated challenges of the future.
The findings are presented in the context of graduates and
employers reporting a lack of personal attributes that con-
tribute to a perceived unpreparedness for employment
(Belkin et al., 2023; Pauli, 2021; M.-S. Smith et al., 2023).
The following section discusses the impact of a transdisci-
plinary approach to curriculum development, with research
questions provided to build upon the findings and direct
future avenues of investigation.

First, conceptualizing activities as real, complex issues
requiring creative solutions offered key advantages to stu-
dents when applying theoretical knowledge to practice. A
connection to reality grounded the transdisciplinary learning
experience and was valued among participants. The associ-
ated methods of inquiry into real issues simulated authentic
business practices, instilling a sense of preparedness and
considered a window into genuine, anticipated activities
within future careers. Subsequently, the first research ques-
tion to develop these observations and expand transdisci-
plinary education literature is identified: Does simulating
real investigative business and marketing practices within
transdisciplinary learning activities develop a preparedness
for future employment? Incorporating fundamental and func-
tional multidisciplinary components of marketing practice
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within learning activities that simulate authentic business
activities may offer applied pedagogic solutions in response
to both graduate and employer concerns of lacking experi-
ence or readiness for employment. A deeper, empirical
understanding is recommended to identify if insights of busi-
ness operations offer practical benefits to students and allows
for the aims of a transdisciplinary curriculum to be achieved.

Second, the value of personal and transferrable skills
development, particularly when engaging with synchronous
or asynchronous activities, was another key finding.
Participants reported increased confidence during indepen-
dent research or assessment activities, partly supported by
possessing investigatory freedoms when solving problems.
Similarly, collaboration activities that required discussion,
defending personally held knowledge or ideas, and working
together toward shared goals further developed communica-
tion and team skills that were recognized as having wider
relevance. These findings offer a second research question:
Do the development of personal skills such as metacognition,
critical thinking, or collaboration resulting from a transdis-
ciplinary learning experience have wider consequences dur-
ing studies or future careers? There is opportunity to
critically explore how transferrable skills relevant to both
study and employment can be effectively developed and nur-
tured within transdisciplinary curricula. A longitudinal study
that seeks to explore the wider consequences of effective
personal development strategies or an empirical study that
examines the employability of graduates as an outcome of a
transdisciplinary educational experience are just some
opportunities for future investigation.

Finally, the process of constructing multidisciplinary per-
sonal knowledge and understanding was regarded as another
key component of the learning experience. Facilitating this
were activities that allowed students from different disciplin-
ary backgrounds to engage, share, and debate. Given the col-
laborative activities that underpinned the transdisciplinary
curriculum, a final research question is offered: Is a con-
structivist approach to facilitating knowledge development
within a transdisciplinary curriculum the most effective
learning strategy, compared with other learning frameworks
such as behaviorism or cognitivism? The primary goal of
transdisciplinarity is to allow students to engage with and
connect topics at a much deeper level of learning (Stember,
1991). Constructivism is a recommended learning theory to
achieve these aims (T. Levin & Nevo, 2009) and adopted
within this study. However, other theoretical frameworks of
developing learner knowledge and understanding exist.
There is opportunity therefore to critically explore and evalu-
ate the individual components that support a transdisci-
plinary learning experience, including what underpinning
learning framework is the most effective in achieving trans-
disciplinary aims. Furthermore, studies that capture compar-
ative academic performance with other non-transdisciplinary
curriculums may assist in grounding claims. This would

develop understanding into whether transdisciplinarity offers
not only perceived value as captured within this study, but
also actual value in terms of measured, assessed skills and
wider academic performance. An awareness of these two dis-
tinctly different value constructs is vital to contributing to
any research seeking to develop marketing education strate-
gies (Bacon, 2016).

Practical Considerations for Educators

The findings also revealed design and implementation con-
siderations necessary for a transdisciplinary curriculum.
Participants noted the complexity of the module within all
areas of questioning. Solving complex societal problems
increases the complexity of the learning experience itself, as
knowledge becomes integrated from both multiple theoreti-
cal disciplines and lived experiences. A nonlinear delivery of
a transdisciplinary curriculum to encourage freedom of
thought and unrestrained methods of inquiry is often advo-
cated as a learning design strategy (Freire, 1970; Grundy,
1987; T. Levin & Nevo, 2009). However, participants
reflected upon the complexities that such approach engen-
ders. In response to the practical concerns observed within
the findings, recommendations for educators are offered in
the following section.

Freedom, autonomy, and creativity are the central tenets
of a holistic approach to transdisciplinary curriculum design
(Jeder, 2014). However, participants reported feeling over-
whelmed by the multitude of exploratory possibilities
afforded to them. Furthermore, an uncertainty of knowing if
what was being produced was correct or expected com-
pounded issues. This often resulted from the autonomy stu-
dents possessed in selecting relevant disciplinary knowledge
to complete activities. A recommended solution is to encour-
age students to begin any inquiry from the perspective of
their own discipline first. Approaching activities by ground-
ing them within the familiar and utilizing already held
knowledge from the outset, students can then build confi-
dence to expand their inquiry outwards into new, unfamiliar
directions. This creates connections between other disci-
plines and overcomes practicality concerns of augmenting
multiple disciplinary concepts within a transdisciplinary cur-
riculum (Augsburg et al., 2013).

Sufficient time to explore, critique, and assimilate knowl-
edge or develop understanding is required. Otherwise, unre-
alized potential from a superfluous learning experience could
impede efforts (Fishman et al., 2014). To address concerns
regarding the time available to engage with an unrestricted
learning approach, the educator may be tempted to define the
boundaries of exploration. Doing so, however, would deny
the flexibility and freedoms required of a pedagogic method
that necessitates an unrestrained inquiry across disciplinary
boundaries (S. A. Levin, 1999; T. Levin & Nevo, 2009;
Russell et al., 2008). To overcome this practical paradox and
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instead of defining boundaries, it is recommended that stu-
dents are supported in the personal skills required for critical
exploration. For example, encouraging students to define
key objectives of their exploration and planning effectively
beforehand will likely create a focused investigation that has
achievable aims. Such efforts would seek to guide the stu-
dent yet allow them to recognize when the outcomes are
achieved or when to stop.

Another key finding was how unengaged students dis-
rupted the learning experience of others during collaborative
activities. Students must be behaviourally and motivation-
ally engaged in what is possibly an unfamiliar learning style,
yet this unfamiliarity may contribute to disengagement. It is
vital that the educator promotes equal contribution among
students, as findings indicated that an engaged team increased
accessibility. Effective collaboration within learning activi-
ties empowered students who may have otherwise remained
silent. This demonstrates how a transdisciplinary approach
may provide equitable access or reduce barriers to learning,
a recognized area of importance within social justice educa-
tion research that ensures all students have an equal chance
at participating (Burgh & Yorshansky, 2011; Mueller Worster
& Rohde, 2020). It is recommended, therefore, that strate-
gies are employed to establish principles of respectful debate
and team working before any activity is initiated. This may
include agreeing principles of student commitment and con-
tribution from the outset or develop mechanisms to monitor
discussions. Furthermore, opportunities that allow students
to take ownership of their knowledge and share their findings
may also foster increased contribution.

Limitations

This research offered a critical exploration of a transdisci-
plinary approach to curriculum development. However, a
recognized contextual limitation lies within the disagreement
of what exactly a transdisciplinary curriculum is, including
its scope or design. Limited recommendations for assessing
its impact on student learning and performance also exist
(Fortuin & van Koppen, 2016; E. Smith, 2011). Such ambi-
guity makes it difficult to fully claim if the learning experi-
ence offered and under critique within this investigation is a
true and actual account of a transdisciplinary approach.
Interchangeable definitions regarding metacognition, critical
thinking, and self-regulated learning (Azevedo, 2020) may
also limit the claims presented. Defining the components of
the learning experience under investigation within this study
attempts to overcome these limitations by providing accounts
of the pedagogic design, learning experience, and associated
perceived value claims.

The methodological limitations are also acknowledged,
specifically as the study employed a non-probability sam-
pling approach and therefore is not representative of the
entire population (in this case being the student body). Future
studies may adopt an empirical approach to obtaining claims

of value using a representative sample strategy to comple-
ment and build upon these findings. Although the relatively
small sample size limits the opportunity for wider general-
izations of the results presented, this article sought to con-
tribute to a renewed interest and advance discussions of a
transdisciplinary experience (Budwig & Alexander, 2020).
Along with the research questions offered, this article echoes
the call of Horn et al. (2024) for further investigation of
transdisciplinary programs.

Conclusion

Although inherently complex, the immense development
and execution required of a transdisciplinary curriculum is
arguably offset by the advantages offered to the learner. As
this study has found, this includes instilling learners with a
preparedness for the future as an engaged citizen, fostering
a mindset calibrated to identifying complex societal prob-
lems, and deploying a suit of disciplinary knowledge and
metacognitive skills to deal with the challenges of tomor-
row. Opportunity exists for educational researchers to criti-
cally evaluate and contribute to a renewed interest in
transdisciplinary curriculum development by considering
the research questions within this article. Teaching facilita-
tors seeking to offer a transdisciplinary experience may
wish to consider the practicalities of doing so given how
time, complexity, and other institutional factors can be
potential barriers to successful implementation. By critiqu-
ing the key components of a transdisciplinary curriculum,
this article seeks to provide an increased understanding of a
learning approach that offers advantages both within and
beyond the classroom.
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