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Interdisciplinary App Development Project: 
A Case Study Across Three Departments
Stoney Brooks, Department of Computer Information Systems, Middle Tennessee State University, Murfreesboro, TN, USA

ABSTRACT

The benefits of teams in organizations are well known. Professionals in many fields, including
InformationSystems,workwithothersinteams.Often,theseteammembershavevariedbackgrounds.
Toprovideeducationalexperiencesthatpreparestudentsfortheircareers,interdisciplinaryworkis
becoming increasinglypopular.Thiscasedescribesan interdisciplinaryapplicationdevelopment
project that brought together students from Computer Information Systems, Computer Science,
andElectronicMedia.Thiswasthefirstprojectofthisscope,bringingtogetherstudentsfromthree
differentCollegesoncampus,tobeattemptedattheUniversity.Developmentoftheproject,execution
oftheplan,andtheexperiencesencounteredbythestudentsareprovided.Issueswereencountered
duringthesemester-longproject,leadingtorecommendationsforeducatorsinterestedinoffering
similarprojects.
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INTRODUCTION

Manyinformationsystemdesignsituationstodayincludeusers,designers,anddeveloperswho,with
theirownuniquegroupandindividualperspectives,needtointeractsothattheycancometoaworking
understandingofhowtheinformationsystembeingdeveloped(Sonnenwald,1995).Teamworkisan
inevitableaspectoforganizationaloperations,allowingthemtoaccomplishtheworkthatcanmake
themthriveandmaintainsuccess(Chen,Sager,Corbitt,&Gardiner,2008).Theabilitytobeateam
playerisoneofthetopcharacteristicsthatemployersdesireinaprospectiveemployee(Ashraf,2004),
especiallysinceteamworkqualityissignificantlyrelatedtoprojectsuccess(Hoegl&Gemuenden,
2001).Additionally,employers seekemployeeswhocananalyze,evaluate,and findsolutions to
problems-higherlevelthinkingthatcomesfromactiveandcooperativelearning(Hernandez,2002).

Collegegraduatesmustgainteamworkskillstoincreasetheirchancesofsuccessintheworkplace.
Sincetherelatively-safeenvironmentoftheclassroomispreferableforlearninginitialteamwork
skills, many educators have incorporated team-based work for students to accomplish learning
objectives (Kruck & Teer, 2009). Though the classroom cannot accurately depict the corporate
environment,manyeducatorsstrivetoprovidealearningexperiencethatmatchesasmanyaspectsof
theworkplaceaspossible.Numerousresearchershaveshownthatthelearning-by-doingapproachof
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groupprojectsresultsinactivelearningandfargreatercomprehensionandretentionofinformation,
higherlevelsofstudentmotivationandachievement,developmentofcriticalreasoningskills,improved
communicationsskills,andstronger interpersonalandsocialskills than is foundwith traditional
lecture-styleteachingmethods(Ashraf,2004;Hansen,2006;Williams,Beard,&Rymer,1991).

Multidisciplinaryteamsarebelievedtobeusefulindevelopinginnovativeandoptimalsolutions
tomanytypesofbusinessproblems(Mohrman,Cohen,&Morhman,1995).Teammembersmaycome
frommultipledifferentfunctionalareasandhaveawidevarietyofbackgrounds.However,teamsina
classroomarenormallycomprisedoflike-mindedstudents,astheyarealltakingthesameclass,likely
havethesamemajor,andaresimilarinageandexperience.Thoughthehomogeneityofmembersin
aclassteamcanstillprovidetheopportunitytogainfunctionalteamworkskills,thisdoesnotmatch
withpractice.Toaddressthisconcern,studentsshouldlearnhowtofunctiononinterdisciplinary
teams,similartowhattheywillexperienceafterschool.Thepurposeofthispaperistodescribe
aninterdisciplinarygroupsystemsdevelopmentprojectdesignedbythreefacultymemberstohelp
studentslearnhowtofunctioninaninterdisciplinaryteam.Interdisciplinaryteam,asthetermis
utilizedinthispaper,referstocombiningstudentswithdifferingundergraduatemajors,fromthree
differentcourses,andstretchingacrossthreedifferentCollegesattheUniversity.

Aspartoftheinterdisciplinarysystemsdevelopmentprojectdescribedinthispaper,undergraduate
studentsintheComputerInformationSystems(CIS)fromtheCollegeofBusiness,ComputerScience
(CS)fromtheCollegeofBasicandAppliedSciences,andElectronicMedia(EM)fromtheCollege
ofMediaandEntertainmentmajorswererequiredtocollaborateasprojectteammembers.Thispaper
shouldbebeneficialtoeducatorsinterestedininitiatingsuchwide-spanningprojectteams.Thissection
isfollowedbyabriefreviewofrelatedliterature.Next,adescriptionoftheinterdisciplinarygroup
developmentprojectandhowitwasformedisprovided.Followingthis,adescriptionoftheteam
formationandthestudentsleadsintothepresentationofthesemester-longproject.Adiscussionof
theprojectfromboththeeducatorandstudentpoint-of-viewwrapsuptheproject,andlastly,lessons
learnedandadviceforeducatorsareoffered.

INTERDISCIPLINARY PROJECT

Motivation
Itiswellknownthatteamswithinorganizationscanhavesubstantialpositiveimpactsonproductivity
and other benefits (Hamilton, Nickerson, & Owan, 2003). For example, in the steel industry,
productivityishigheratfirmsthatuseteams,especiallywheretheproductandproductionprocess
aremorecomplicated(Boning,Ichniowski,&Shaw,2001).Often,theseproductivitygainsaregreater
whentheteammembersarediverseinskill(Mas&Moretti,2006).Evenwhenthereisnofinancial
rewardforworkingonadulltask,workerproductivityriseswhenworkersworkinthesameroom
asothers(Falk&Ichino,2006).

Thebenefitsofteamscanalsobeseenintheeducationalenvironment.Teachershavefound
thatteamworkamongststudentscanincreaselearning(Jensen,Moore,&Hatch,2002).Studentsare
exposedtotheworkpracticeofotherdisciplinesandmadetobetterunderstandtheirownroleand
valueinteambasedcollaboration(Adamczyk&Twidale,2007).Itfollowsthatteamworkamongst
studentswithdifferentbackgroundscanfurtherincreasethelearningpotential.Partofthislearning
revolvesaroundtheusageofappropriatecollaborationtechnology.Educatorsinthefieldoftechnology
needtohelptheirstudentsacquiretheskillsneededtoworkinteams(Kruck&Teer,2009),including
providing exposure to appropriate technological tools. Given the norms of virtual teams in the
workplacethatthestudentswillbejoiningshortly,studentswillbenefitfrominterdisciplinaryteam
projectsthatimposeaseparationintimeandspace,andbenefitfromthelatesttechnology.

TheInformationSystems(IS)disciplineisanaturalfitforinterdisciplinaryprojects.TheISfield
cameintoexistenceinthe1960s,formingfromthenexusofcomputerscience,managementand
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