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Abstract
In a series of Teaching Exchange (TE) staff development workshops aimed at 
exploring prospective, bottom–up quality assurance in media studies in the United 
Kingdom, interdisciplinarity arose as a key topic. This article reflects on teaching 
staff’s views expressed in the TE workshops around interdisciplinarity in relation to 
their experiences in designing and reaching courses, as well as in the classroom. To 
contextualize these arguments, the article introduces media studies’ interdisciplinarity 
in reference to other fields, then summarizes the methods used to gain insight into 
the views of higher education practitioners in media studies in the United Kingdom. It 
then critically discusses the accounts given by workshop participants of three aspects 
of the role that interdisciplinarity plays in their pedagogy: at the levels of colleagues’ 
profiles, course design, and student bodies. The article concludes by noting that 
tensions exist between top–down pressures “disciplinizing” media studies and its 
interdisciplinarity characteristics and argues that the field is best conceptualized 
as an (inter)discipline that, as such, faces distinctive pedagogical challenges and 
opportunities. The U.K. case study is posited as a possible counterpoint for other 
higher education contexts internationally.
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Introduction

Scholarly research in the field of media, communications, journalism, and cultural 
studies is fundamentally interdisciplinary. For the purposes of this article, we use the 
short hand “media studies” to refer to these fields. Some of the leading scholars in 
these areas (Corner, 1998; Kellner, 1995; Livingstone, 2005; Sholle, 1995; Streeter, 
1995) argue as much. Researching cultural, sociological, political, or economic ques-
tions about the media—its production, consumption, infrastructures, and texts—
requires drawing on theories and methods from many disciplines, including 
Anthropology, Critical Theory, Cultural Studies, Development Studies, Economics, 
Film Studies, Gender Studies, Information Systems, Marketing, Mass Communications, 
Political Economy, Politics, Social Psychology, and Sociology—and this list is by no 
means exhaustive. To a large extent accepted in research practice, this article examines 
media studies teacher’s perceptions on whether and how this interdisciplinarity extends 
into the domain of teaching and learning in media studies. The article focuses on the 
case of media studies higher education in the United Kingdom and, by so doing, intro-
duces material that can offer a counterpoint to teaching faculty in other national con-
texts. The article aims to open up a debate about the extent to which media studies 
teaching is interdisciplinary and invite higher education practitioners in the United 
Kingdom and beyond to engage explicitly and reflexively with how that might influ-
ence the teaching and learning environments for which they are responsible. Media 
studies is a growing field of education around the world. In the United Kingdom, the 
subject saw a 26.7% growth rate between 2002 and 2008 (Universities UK, 2013). In 
the context of this, as well as increased reflexivity and politicized discussion about the 
field by academic practitioners, as the online U.K.-based journal Manifesto for Media 
Education (Fraser & Wardle, n.d.) evidences, concerns about interdisciplinarity are 
particularly pressing.

This article reports on the views and experiences of academics teaching on media 
studies courses in universities in the United Kingdom in relation to interdisciplinarity. 
These perspectives were gathered in a series of Teaching Exchange (TE) workshops 
hosted in 2010-2011 to explore the possibility of prospective, bottom–up practices 
aimed at assuring teaching quality. The workshops were held at a cross-section of 
higher education institutions in the U.K. teaching in media studies and were attended 
by colleagues at all experience levels. Although the core focus of the workshops was 
not on interdisciplinarity and pedagogy, that participants talked a great deal about how 
interdisciplinarity shaped their teaching and learning environments, their academic 
practice, and their efforts to ensure a quality education for their students compelled a 
deeper examination of the subject. This article focuses on interdisciplinarity in media 
studies from the U.K. perspective. The arguments presented here are not meant to be 
generally applicable in every single other context in which media studies is taught 
around the world. We recognize that different concerns may be more pressing in other 
higher education contexts. Rather, this article is interested in exploring how conversa-
tions about interdisciplinarity might inform and enhance the quality of teaching media 
studies.
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The first section of this article provides an historical and theoretical context to the 
interface of pedagogy and interdisciplinarity. Next, it discusses the methodology used 
for gaining insight into the views of U.K. teaching staff. Finally, it reports on the three 
levels at which participants experienced and reflected on interdisciplinarity in media 
studies education: the profile of staff, course design, and student backgrounds. After 
reporting in detail on each of these themes, the article concludes by linking the debates 
about interdisciplinarity taking place among colleagues within the relative safety of 
their own institutional cultures to bigger questions currently shaping the media educa-
tion sector in the United Kingdom. Precisely because the disciplinary boundaries of 
this field are contested, unique pedagogical challenges and opportunities come up, 
which we argue provides a fertile opportunity for future research.

Interdisciplinarity and Pedagogy: Putting Media Studies 
Into Context

Media studies is by no means the first educational field defined by interdisciplinarity. 
A review of relevant literature about interdisciplinarity and pedagogy can highlight 
key debates and perspectives arising from other subject areas that also complicate 
disciplinary boundaries. To consider the role of interdisciplinarity in media education, 
it is useful to consider how it has been theorized by scholars active in other teaching 
areas, as well as explore the contested definitions of interdisciplinarity itself.

Contested Definitions

Although it is outside the scope of this article to provide an account of the genealogy 
of modern academic disciplines (Pryse, 1998), it is important to note that the notion of 
interdisciplinarity is inherently embedded in the boundaries discursively produced and 
shaped by power relations (Sholle, 1995) that have traditionally demarcated the aca-
demic disciplines. At a fundamental level, interdisciplinarity reflects a challenge to the 
historical “power” structures that regulate the disciplines. The term itself is contested 
and is the subject of debate about the differences between “multidisciplinarity” (work-
ing with multiple disciplines), “transdisciplinarity” (working across disciplinary 
boundaries), and “interdisciplinarity” (working between disciplines; Aram, 2004; 
Davies & Devlin, 2010). In this article, we use “interdisciplinarity” as this was the 
term used both in the TE workshop design and by workshop participants. We use 
“interdisciplinarity” to refer broadly to scholarly pursuits that draw on many disciplin-
ary knowledge bases in many different ways and acknowledge that academic practitio-
ners may use the term differently in different contexts, at times preferring other 
terminological variations.

In higher education, “interdisciplinary” has been used to indicate teaching that 
incorporates “activities that connect two disciplines without sacrificing the demands 
of either” (Fabillar & Jones, n.d.). From this perspective, interdisciplinary pedagogy is 
seen quite literally as two (or more) teachers from different disciplines working 
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together to develop and deliver a curriculum. Many graduate programs are described 
as “interdisciplinary” if they “involve faculty and students from different disciplines” 
(Newswander & Borrego, 2009, p. 551). A similar view sees interdisciplinary teaching 
as presenting, comparing, and contrasting different disciplinary perspectives in one 
course (Cowan, Ewell, & McConnell, 1995, p. 128).

A less charitable view on interdisciplinary teaching sees it as treating the estab-
lished disciplines as resources, which are “raided” wherever they may have a use 
(Barnett, 2000, p. 414), and, as such, lacking in methodological rigor and disrespectful 
of disciplinary traditions. Some see the “borrowing,” “appropriating,” and “incorpo-
rating” of knowledge from other disciplines as “unfounded, illegitimate, transgressive, 
disturbing, and fundamentally challenging” (Pryse, 1998, p. 4). Others see these same 
acts of borrowing and incorporating as radically liberating in that knowledge “is no 
longer constrained by disciplinary methods and rules for the uses of such approaches” 
(Pryse, 1998, p. 4). This resonates with the view that to cross disciplines is to “cross 
out disciplines” (Salvaggio, 1992, in Pryse, 1998). Such work is often labeled “trans-
disciplinary” and is sometimes considered the “radical wing” of interdisciplinarity. A 
pervasive theme in writing on interdisciplinarity and pedagogy is that conflicts arise in 
“trying to teach students to do truly interdisciplinary work” while they are “simultane-
ously being socialized into disciplinary formations, languages, and research method-
ologies” (Gardiner, 2003, p. 414). The radical challenge to established disciplinary 
knowledge–power structures through interdisciplinary work means that contradic-
tions—at times irreconcilable—arise. The transdisciplinary position considers these 
contradictions vital for new knowledge production (Sandoval, 2000).

A useful distinction can also be made between “shallow” and “deep” interdiscipli-
narity (Penny, 2009). The former is “instrumental” and brings together practitioners 
from different disciplines to address projects crossing disciplines (Penny, 2009, p. 36). 
Much like the view of interdisciplinarity as “pillaging,” in shallow interdisciplinarity, 
a home discipline is still constituted as the “centre” of the teaching approach (Penny, 
2009, p. 36). “Deep” interdisciplinarity challenges disciplinary knowledge boundaries 
on a more fundamental level. It sees knowledge as a “multidimensional, chaotic space, 
not neatly organized” according to discipline. It aims to re-engineer the boundaries of, 
and relations between, disciplines. It operates in the (arguably ever-increasing) spaces 
between the knowledge “silos” that disciplines have become, building “webs” between 
them (Penny, 2009, p. 36). In teaching, this deep interdisciplinarity leads to radically 
conjoined programs that seek to integrate disciplines such as art, design, and software 
engineering into something altogether new.

Whatever position one takes on its value, interdisciplinarity synthesizes the outputs 
of more than one academic area to create new fields of knowledge production. 
Although this is considered by some to be at odds with existing disciplinary traditions, 
threatening the depth and rigor of established theoretical frameworks and methodolo-
gies, others embrace the direct challenge that it poses to bounded, single disciplinary 
teaching and research, arguing that solutions to some of today’s globalized problems 
cannot be answered without an interdisciplinary approach (Pryse, 1998, p. 4; 
Somerville & Rapport, 2002).
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Interdisciplinary Fields in Higher Education

A key reference point for media studies on the question of interdisciplinarity is femi-
nist/women’s studies, which has for decades discussed and examined the challenges 
and opportunities introduced by interdisciplinary teaching and learning. Feminist ped-
agogy has established interdisciplinarity in two ways, inwardly and outwardly 
(Gardiner, 2003). It does so inwardly by reflexively analyzing women’s studies as a 
discursive field, consistently drawing students’ attention to the permeable boundaries 
between multiple histories and theories of feminism, as well as the multiple method-
ologies it incorporates (Gardiner, 2003). Outwardly, it embodies interdisciplinarity 
through engagement with community activism, that is, moving beyond academic dis-
ciplinary limits to model situation-based interdisciplinarity in “real-world” interven-
tions in everyday life. This also involves displaying research in forms other than the 
academic paper, such as documentaries, workshops, and posters (Gardiner, 2003).

The inherent interdisciplinarity of a scholarly area such as women’s studies has also 
been seen as an opportunity for feminist teaching to resist the institutional ideologies 
that often patrol boundaries between disciplines. As all academic work, and most espe-
cially teaching, takes place within institutions, feminist teachers find that they must 
work within a framework partially defined by “the rigidity of the disciplines” (Uppal 
& English, 2005, p. 30). Interdisciplinary sites of teaching can thus become “activist 
sites,” challenging not only patriarchal power but also institutional and disciplinary 
power.

Interdisciplinary activist sites such as women’s studies are often the only spaces we have 
to reflect on our position, to consider critically the nature of our work in the institution, 
and to find a space of connectedness, community, and solidarity. (Uppal & English, 2005, 
p. 30)

To this effect, feminist and women’s studies attempted to “dismantle the organiza-
tion of knowledge in the modern university that emerged at the end of the 19th cen-
tury” and “to challenge their partitioning effects” (Pryse, 1998, p. 6). In fact, feminist 
educators argue that to challenge “masculine” approaches to knowledge, new disci-
plinary formations are required (Gardiner, 2003, p. 415). This type of “pedagogical 
agenda extends beyond narrow disciplinary-based issues and concerns” (Luke, 1994, 
p. 41) and is under-pinned by a consciousness-raising agenda that can—indeed should, 
according to this argument—“extend across the curriculum in the arts, humanities and 
social sciences” (Luke, 1994, p. 41). Similar arguments are made in other teaching 
areas rooted in an emancipatory agenda, such as Black Studies and Chicano Studies in 
the United States (Conyers, 2003; Hull, Bell-Scott, & Smith, 1982; Sandoval, 2000; 
Winkler, 1990). The key argument from this perspective is that interdisciplinary and 
transdisciplinary approaches are needed to understand the conditions and operations 
of oppression: “A shared theory and methodology of oppositional consciousness and 
social movement is the strategy of articulation necessary to resolve the problematics 
of the disciplinization and apartheid of academic knowledges in the human and social 
sciences” (Sandoval, 2000, p. 78).
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Another inherently interdisciplinary area of education is the field of visual culture. 
Visual culture is described as “a site of convergence and contention across disciplinary 
lines that helps break down artificial barriers and undermines confidence in canonized 
knowledge” (Tavin, 2003, p. 209). Educators in visual culture actively cross and chal-
lenge disciplinary boundaries to forge theoretical collaborations appropriate to the com-
plexity of examining the role of the visual in culture. “Visual culture, as a transdisciplinary 
practice, does not negate or discount all disciplinary areas of inquiry—it merely refuses 
to remain confined to restricted parameters defined by experts in a given field” (Tavin, 
2003, p. 208). This transdisciplinary approach captures Nicolesque’s (2002, p. 44) argu-
ment that “as the prefix ‘trans’ indicates, transdisciplinarity concerns that which is at 
once between the disciplines, across the different disciplines, and beyond all discipline.” 
Parallel to deep interdisciplinarity (Penny, 2009), in this view, critical pedagogy should 
be a dialogic partner with inherently interdisciplinary fields such as visual culture, as 
“both are reactions to and counter movements against conservative formations, positiv-
istic theories, and undemocratic institutional structures” (Tavin, 2003, p. 210). Both also 
draw on theories and methods from a variety of disciplines (Tavin, 2003).

Closely aligned with the methodological approaches of cultural studies and semiot-
ics, visual studies can thus be considered both as an example of an interdisciplinary 
area of enquiry and a precursor to interdisciplinary media studies. Early studies ana-
lyzing advertisements (Barthes, 1973; Williamson, 1995) and magazines (McRobbie, 
1991) remain “canonical” texts in media studies. They offer evidence for both the 
cross-disciplinary and critical ethic inspiring visual studies, as well as the inherent 
interdisciplinarity of media studies from its inception.

This brief review of other interdisciplinary scholarly areas shows that the interdis-
ciplinarity of media studies is by no means unprecedented. Insights from other fields 
can help frame how media studies challenges disciplinary boundaries, and the implica-
tions of this for teaching and learning.

Media Studies and Interdisciplinarity

As already noted, since its inception, the field of media studies has been considered 
interdisciplinary: It “encompasses a cross-disciplinary orientation” (Luke, 1994,  
p. 32) and lacks a “seamless and unified discourse” (Luke, 1994, p. 33). The “media 
literacy” movement in the United States, which has sought to integrate a particular 
type of media studies into secondary school education, has been acknowledged as 
“extraordinarily interdisciplinary” as it includes “specialists focused on research, 
practice, and theory with expertise in health issues, K-12 education and pedagogy, 
political and business analysis, media effects, cultural criticism, production, visual 
literacy, art, ethics, journalism, and more” (Rogow, 2004, p. 32). This stretches into the 
field of higher education; media studies should be considered “a field of action that 
radically questions the old hierarchies and pre-given definitions and instead redefines 
itself as radically interdisciplinary and democratic” (Sholle, 1995, p. 140).

The interdisciplinary nature of media studies has been highlighted as particularly 
acute in teaching and learning in the area of new media (Hunsinger, 2005; Livingstone, 
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2005; Luke, 2003). Internet studies is an emerging, contested field, “by no means set-
tled as an intellectual endeavour” and defined by diverse disciplinary roots, experimen-
tal methods, and contested politics (Livingstone, 2005, p. 3). Furthermore, the “vertical” 
model of disciplinary learning, in which knowledge is constructed within contained 
disciplinary boxes or “silos,” is fundamentally challenged by the horizontal, lateral 
modes of connectivity ushered in by hypertext environments in the new media age, 
which demand a “cognitive mobility across disciplines” (Luke, 2003, p. 401). In new 
media education, interdisciplinarity is indispensable as the aim is, for example, to pro-
duce practitioners who are both “artists and engineers.” No one discipline possesses 
“all the requisite resources” to provide this curriculum (Penny, 2009, p. 32). Although 
certain disciplines “have an investment in maintaining their identity” in the face of 
changes ushered in by new media technologies, these also provide valuable opportuni-
ties for developing the “interdisciplinary pedagogy” required (Penny, 2009, p. 32).

Although much has been written about the effects of interdisciplinarity on research 
(Dini, Iqani, & Mansell, 2011; Van Leeuwen, 2005) and curriculum design (Jacobs, 
1989; Wineburg & Grossman, 2000), more research on and reflection from higher 
education practitioners actively teaching media studies is required to deepen the dis-
cussion about the kinds of challenges and opportunities afforded by the interdisciplin-
arity of media studies. This article aims to start this discussion by reporting on the 
views and experiences of U.K. university teachers with regard to interdisciplinary 
teaching and learning in media studies and related disciplines.

TE Workshop: Approach to Gathering the Insights of 
Teaching Staff

Our research project, Quality Enhancement and Prospective Quality Assurance 
Through Teaching Exchange Workshops in Media and Communications, was funded 
by the Arts, Design Media Subject Centre of the Higher Education Academy (ADM-
HEA) in the United Kingdom from March 2010 to March 2011. The research was 
rooted in a desire to find a qualitative, collegiate, bottom–up approach to assessing the 
quality of teaching in media studies. In most universities, teaching quality is retrospec-
tively measured through quantitative, impersonal means. We wanted to contribute to 
finding more human approaches, which thought about quality before teaching com-
menced rather than after it was over. Our research aimed at developing a new forum 
for colleagues to collaborate on building prospective cultures of quality in their depart-
ment. Our project directly addressed the lack of “opportunity for University teachers 
to share knowledge and experience gained through their educational practice” (Gray, 
Chang, & Radloff, 2007, p. 23). The aim of our project was to design a space for col-
legiate interaction and sharing experiences of the challenges and opportunities 
involved in teaching, which we called the Teaching Exchange (TE) Workshop. A 
handbook detailing the content of TE Workshops is available online for free download 
(Feigenbaum & Iqani, 2011). Although interdisciplinarity was not a focus that we 
planned for the workshops to have, while we hosted them, it became clear that this was 
a theme central to the questions about pedagogy in media studies in general, and 

 at UNIV OF RHODE ISLAND LIBRARY on August 28, 2016jmc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jmc.sagepub.com/


Iqani and Feigenbaum 293

Table 1. Teaching Exchange Workshop Host Institutions.

Institution Description No. of participants

A Research-led institution, teaching multidisciplinary 
postgraduate program.

7

B Teaching institution offering a variety of vocational and 
theory-driven courses to primarily undergraduates.

12

C Teaching institution offering a variety of vocational and 
theory-driven courses to primarily undergraduates.

7

D Research-led institution, teaching multidisciplinary 
postgraduate program.

12

E Research and teaching institution teaching critical and 
applied media courses to both undergraduates and 
postgraduates.

5

developing cultures of quality in specific. The following research question emerged, 
which we report on in this article:

Research Question 1: How do U.K. university teachers experience interdisciplin-
arity, and how might reflecting on this topic contribute to quality assurance?

We hosted five TE workshops in diverse U.K. higher education institutions teach-
ing media studies, communications, journalism, or related subjects. A total of 36 par-
ticipants took part in the workshops. We sourced our host institutions through personal 
contacts with colleagues as well as through an open call for participation distributed 
through the Media Communications and Cultural Studies Association (MeCCSA) 
U.K. mailing list. The host departments represented the great diversity of universities 
in the U.K. teaching in the area of media studies. Workshop hosts included institutions 
that are considered research-led and those that are teaching-led, those offering under-
graduate or postgraduate degrees only, those offering both, those with a majority of 
international students, those with a majority of home students, those that taught theo-
retically oriented courses, and those with a focus on vocational courses and practitio-
ner training. This mix of workshop hosts allowed us to gain insight into shared views 
and experiences across the diverse higher education landscape in media studies and 
related disciplines in the United Kingdom.

All institutions, departments, and individuals who attended the workshop were 
guaranteed anonymity. The research aims were clearly explained, and consent forms 
were provided to and signed by all participants, which means that informed consent 
was received. For purposes of anonymity, all contributions are neither named nor allo-
cated pseudonyms or numbers as the information respondents offered throughout is 
sensitive and at times personal. We therefore refer to speakers most commonly as 
“participants” and occasionally as “colleagues” to mark when someone from the same 
institution is making a direct response to a point. Table 1 provides an anonymized 
summary of the workshop hosts.

 at UNIV OF RHODE ISLAND LIBRARY on August 28, 2016jmc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jmc.sagepub.com/


294 Journalism & Mass Communication Educator 70(3) 

Each workshop was designed to run for 3 hr with a 15-min midway break. During 
each workshop, three activities took place. The first activity, “Insights Exchange,” set 
up a panel of colleagues representing very different experience levels. Each member 
of the panel was asked 2 weeks in advance to prepare a 5-min talk putting forward 
their views on key challenges and opportunities associated with teaching in the field, 
institution, and department. These short presentations formed the basis for group dis-
cussion among all workshop participants. This was followed by two participatory 
workshop games. The first, a “Theory Slam,” was designed to build the ability to 
engage difficult questions posed by students at inopportune times. The second, the 
“Difficult Hat,” aimed to frame a discussion of problem solving in relation to chal-
lenges in learning environments. After running several of these workshops, we pro-
duced a guide that details each of these activities and offers step-by-step advice for 
hosting a TE workshop. All workshops were designed and jointly facilitated by both 
researchers. Discussions were audio-recorded, and one of the researchers took notes 
throughout each workshop session while the other facilitated one of the sessions. After 
the recordings of workshop discussions were transcribed, the conversations were 
examined to produce a preliminary set of themes. Both researchers went through all of 
the workshop transcripts and notes independently to identify themes, and we then 
cross-checked the themes that we had identified, discussed them, and agreed on the 
key analytical direction our analysis would take.

This article reports on one of those emergent themes: the role of interdisciplinarity 
in media studies pedagogy. The arguments developed in this article are based on the 
accounts that workshop participants gave of their experiences designing and teaching 
media studies courses. Our approach is thus both qualitative and reflexive, as we are 
actively also working in higher education in media studies. The level of discussion that 
we observed to take place in the TE workshops, which form the basis of this article, 
supports our original hopes that they would function as spaces for locating shared 
concerns and developing collective solutions through the facilitation of critical dia-
logue and reflection about teaching among departmental teaching staff.

To return to the research question, this article asks,

Research Question 2: What role does interdisciplinarity play in media studies 
pedagogy from the perspective of teaching staff?

The findings presented in the next section are not a widely generalizable “big pic-
ture” but a deep and detailed piece of the picture of pedagogy in media studies in the 
context of the United Kingdom. We believe this makes an important contribution to 
discussion about media pedagogy as well as to reflexivity on the part of media educa-
tors and offer the U.K. perspective as a counterpoint to other educational contexts and 
cultures around the world.

We noticed a clear awareness of the role that interdisciplinarity plays in teaching 
and learning environments in the views expressed by our participants. Echoing Penny’s 
(2009) view that interdisciplinarity weaves webs between the silos of academic disci-
plines, one University B participant described their teaching area as “quite fluid.” 
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Another University A participant said it was at “the convergence of several diverse 
disciplines.” And a third University C participant spoke of “working across the ‘con-
tainers’” of disciplines. Furthermore, workshop participants voiced clearly, albeit at 
times implicitly, a recurrent view that the interdisciplinary nature of media studies 
encourages a constant reflection on their own disciplinary and epistemological foun-
dations for teaching.

Staff Perspectives on Interdisciplinary Pedagogy in Media 
Studies

The following account emerged from U.K.-based scholars who are very active in 
teaching media studies and are thus exposed, almost daily, to its teaching and learning 
environments. Discussions touched on three areas in which interdisciplinarity comes 
into play as a pedagogical issue. The first is that the HE practitioners teaching in media 
studies departments tend to come from a wide variety of disciplinary backgrounds. 
The second is that the subject matter that is taught draws on content and perspectives 
from many disciplines. And the third, particularly for postgraduate programs, is that 
students arrive into an interdisciplinary program having been already trained in par-
ticular disciplines.

Interdisciplinary Faculties

Media studies departments in the United Kingdom are typically comprised of aca-
demic staff from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds. Participants from University B 
point out that this means that many staff “do work across different programs” and have 
an “ability to move across areas”—an opportunity that they felt was not necessarily 
fully acknowledged or harnessed by their institution. One member of that department 
said,

My original disciplinary background was geography, now I teach largely in media studies, 
but also practical courses in music. I contribute to the theoretical module too.

This view was echoed by a participant from University C who argued that although 
the culture of “home” disciplines will have a strong influence on how subjects are 
taught, “there is not a right or wrong way. We have to trust [lecturers] to allow them to 
get on to do things in a way that seems right for them.” Although this ability to recog-
nize disciplinary overlap and encourage flexibility and moving across disciplines in 
teaching can be seen as an advantage, it can also bring with it challenges. For example, 
some staff members might have to teach on courses that are not related to the disci-
pline of their training: “I’ve never been taught media studies but ended up teaching it, 
likewise with cultural studies” (University B participant). Furthermore, as a colleague 
pointed out, a “weakness of being interdisciplinary means shallow knowledge, mas-
tery of none. Compared with a traditional department where everyone works in their 
silos, it is very different for people to have toes in others.”
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Although many members of a department may consider themselves, as one partici-
pant from University B put it, “naturally” interdisciplinary, there are also some that 
might not: “They’ve come into a certain area of specialism and stayed in that, and 
haven’t moved.” This raises questions about how staff members perceive interdiscipli-
narity, and whether they define their own academic identity in those terms. Some 
might consider themselves interdisciplinary because they are teaching in a subject 
different to the one in which they were trained; others might consider themselves inter-
disciplinary because they teach and research across disciplines. This has implications 
for how discipline-defending, discipline-crossing, and interdisciplinary staff members 
in the same department will converge or diverge in perspectives on the material being 
taught, as well as how they might work together on the delivery of content.

A respondent from University E saw this as an opportunity, in which each

academic can contribute something unique and important. For example, we could 
integrate the specialist perspectives on the socio-cultural impact of iTunes from a 
“cultural studies/musicology” person and from the perspective of an “economy of the 
Internet” person.

A similar metaphor was brought up by a participant at University C, who said,

Staff bring their approach and discipline to whatever they’re teaching, . . . their own 
ethos. [A course like] “Games, Arts, Design” would be taught differently by an artist or a 
scientist. Neither is better or worse, they’re just different.

Indeed, as participants discussed in the University A workshop, the research activ-
ity and orientation of each individual staff member—whether rooted in a particular 
disciplinary approach or consciously and determinedly interdisciplinary—can be har-
nessed to feed into more enriching learning environments that benefit students. This is 
particularly the case with research-led teaching, in which courses are defined and 
shaped by staff members’ expertise. An opportunity that arises in this scenario—and 
which was put forward by a participant at the University A workshop—was to create 
inter-departmental forums for exchange about research-led teaching, as well as 
research, so that colleagues could find out more about the courses taught by colleagues 
in the department.

Another opportunity identified by TE workshop participants was for greater cross-
fertility across programs and departments within an institution. As one respondent 
from University B put it, “I would like the university to know that I would be capable 
to teach in art and design history” as well as the areas in which they were already 
teaching. This sharing of teaching loads across departments—although perhaps idealistic—
is certainly a possible positive spin-off of the interdisciplinary profile of department 
staff. One area in which this often already takes place is team-taught research methods 
courses, in which, as one respondent from University E put it, “teachers typically want 
to teach the methods that they use in their own research” and in which they have exist-
ing disciplinary expertise.
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These challenges and opportunities arising from the interdisciplinarity of media 
studies department staff are to some extent mirrored in the interdisciplinary nature of 
course material itself.

Interdisciplinary Course Content

The second area of debate relating to interdisciplinarity and pedagogy that arose in the 
TE workshops took place at the level of course content itself. Put simply, this material 
often draws on more than one discipline. As such, it exists as contested terrain in its 
own right. As one participant from University A put it,

How should “interdisciplinary” programs of study be defined? Is interdisciplinarity just 
a matter of providing courses that bring two subjects together? Or teaching courses to 
students on two different disciplinary degree programs (e.g., BA and BSc)? Or using 
interdisciplinarity itself as a conceptual framework for teaching? And for each scenario, 
how can students be convinced that it is an interesting and important thing to do?

These comments shoot to the heart of debates about interdisciplinarity—whether it 
is shallow or deep, instrumental or radical. In courses in which interdisciplinarity is 
“used as a conceptual framework” for learning, there is, as the same respondent put it, 
a danger of the content simply becoming a “random mash-up” of ideas taken from a 
variety of disciplines (University A participant). In such scenarios, the challenge is to 
prioritize coherence without sacrificing interdisciplinary perspectives. Whether or not 
the latter might simply confuse students who struggle when they come across “a sin-
gle, fixed idea” is also a case for further debate. The same University C staff member 
argued that one approach that could help is to be explicit with students about the inter-
disciplinarity of the course, so that they can engage with it on those terms. In other 
words, the challenge introduced by interdisciplinary courses is that their interdiscipli-
narity should not remain a part of the “hidden curriculum” (Martin, 1976) but instead 
explicitly and consistently be brought to the attention of students.

In the discussion that took place at University D, participants highlighted that the 
interdisciplinarity of taught courses should be seen as an advantage. One staff member 
described their course as one that did not fall neatly into any single degree program. “On 
the one hand [this offers] more flexibility, [as we can] play with interdisciplinary schol-
arship. But the challenge is that students might not see it directly fitting with what they 
are learning.” The benefits that experienced academics recognize in creating interdisci-
plinary courses needs to be translated to the relatively inexperienced students on the 
receiving end of those courses, and the value of the interdisciplinarity needs to be made 
explicit to them. A colleague from University D argued that teachers “need to show stu-
dents how different disciplinary perspectives might change the ways in which we define 
and use terms.” In other words, although interdisciplinary teaching can be exciting and 
stimulating for both student and teacher, it brings with it additional intellectual labor for 
the educator, who must bear the burden of demonstrating the value of the inter- 
disciplinarity—something that might prove difficult in career-oriented student bodies.
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However, the same participant argued that limiting learning frameworks to disci-
plinary perspectives is in fact a useful strategy for managing student confusion that 
might arise due to the interdisciplinarity of media studies courses.

It is OK to suggest that students limit their working definitions to [particular disciplines] 
for now. Students should be invited to consider which frameworks are most relevant to 
their areas of study. Answers need disciplinary boundaries, and the definitions we propose 
need to be situated in the context of their program of study. (University D participant)

Although learning challenges might arise due to the interdisciplinary nature of 
course content, there are possible benefits to reverting, at times, to certain disciplinary 
languages to navigate interdisciplinary terrain. It is precisely the complexity arising 
from interdisciplinary perspectives that might mandate the selection of disciplinary 
locations from which to develop arguments. Furthermore, as more and more difficult 
questions might arise from students in relation to the complexity of interdisciplinary 
subject matter, disciplinary traditions can also provide routes for developing workable 
answers for media studies’ questions.

For example, in the “Theory Slam” game (see Feigenbaum and Iqani, 2011, for 
details on this TE workshop element) in the University D workshop, one solution pro-
posed to a challenging question about the difference between “discourse” and “ideol-
ogy” was to refer to the disciplinary traditions of political-economy and cultural 
studies, respectively (University D). Two other strategies for dealing with the chal-
lenges that might arise in teaching interdisciplinary material that were mooted in our 
TE workshops were to explicitly name which disciplines certain concepts and perspec-
tives come from, and to consistently point out the cross-disciplinary synergies between 
similar concepts.

Doubtless, the level and type of interdisciplinarity in course content will differ 
depending on institution and program. Nevertheless, what is clear in considering the 
challenges and opportunities that this introduces to teaching and learning cultures is 
that HE practitioners may consider it necessary for some time yet to continue to rely 
on disciplinary boundaries and traditions as a way of explaining and navigating their 
interdisciplinarity.

Interdisciplinary Student Bodies

An increasing trend in many institutions, particularly those that host large postgradu-
ate media studies programs, is that students hail from a wide variety of disciplinary 
backgrounds. TE workshop participants recognized this and discussed the challenges 
arising from the interdisciplinary nature of their student cohorts. As one participant 
from University A put it,

Our student body has a very diverse set of educational backgrounds, [they come] from a 
variety of disciplinary backgrounds. This means we cannot assume any pre-existing 
knowledge on their parts, and that even though they are MA students, they might be very 
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new to the course content that they will be introduced to. This raises some challenges in 
teaching, for example, pitching material at the right level, and keeping a variety of 
students interested.

A participant at the University E workshop echoed these concerns,

A lot [of our MA students] have come from an academic background in which they have 
never done undergrad dissertations. . . . We’re seeing more of that because a lot of 
graduates come to media and communication from outside of expected disciplines, for 
example, with first degrees in chemistry.

In the postgraduate learning environment, educators find themselves faced with 
student groups that are mixed in two ways. First, they are multidisciplinary, attracting 
students with a wide variety of first degrees arriving in a media studies department. 
Added to that, and due to the rise of media studies as an undergraduate major, some 
students entering that mix will already have degrees in media studies proper. As a 
participant in the University D workshop put it, “Students who come to media and 
communication at postgraduate level are new to core concepts that those who studies 
media and communication at undergraduate level may already be familiar with.” The 
questions that our respondents asked themselves and each other included, “How do we 
deal with the interdisciplinarity of our students’ interests?” (University E participant), 
“How can we work out what each group wants and needs?” and “How do we help both 
groups through the learning experience?” (University C participants). These concerns 
are certainly acute for all educators active in media studies. The already challenging 
nature of teaching to diverse learning styles, different levels of competency, and vary-
ing expectations is exacerbated by interdisciplinary student bodies. One participant 
summed it up: “Teaching is a learning experience for all of us. We always encounter 
new things. When multidisciplinary groups are thrown into the mix, it is a major chal-
lenge for a teacher” (University C participant).

One way of tackling these challenges is to stimulate discussion and debate within 
departments about how to handle interdisciplinary groups. At University A, one  
participant pointed out that a collective approach was necessary:

[In our department, we] need to think carefully about what kinds of foundations [we] are 
building upon and that nothing can necessarily be taken for granted. More exchange and 
discussion amongst staff would help to make these uncertainties more explicit and 
manageable.

The idea of building on the existing disciplinary knowledge foundations that stu-
dents already have when they enter postgraduate programs came up in TE workshop 
discussions several times. One University D participant argued that “the interdiscipli-
narity of media and communication should not be seen as a melting pot—students 
should be encouraged to work from their [disciplinary] strengths and deepen their 
pre-existing understandings.” By acknowledging, encouraging, and drawing on stu-
dents’ existing training and perspectives, an approach can be developed that allows 
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them to contribute to the interdisciplinarity of media studies, rather than be over-
whelmed and subsumed by it. Participants at University A echoed this, arguing that 
interdisciplinarity introduces as-yet untapped opportunities to create inspiring and 
supportive learning environments for students.

Once again, the interdisciplinarity of media studies student cohorts will differ 
according to institution and program—and most importantly, level of study. What is 
telling, however, is that interdisciplinarity is not simply confined to individual staff 
profiles or the content of courses designed by media studies experts, but is increas-
ingly coming to characterize student bodies themselves. The extent to which this will 
continue to provide challenges for educators—and how we will respond to those  
challenges—is an important question for continued debate.

The (Inter)Disciplinarity of Media Studies

To summarize our participants’ perspectives, in the U.K. higher education environ-
ment, interdisciplinarity plays a key role in media education at three levels: the com-
position of teaching staff teams, the content of courses, and the composition of student 
bodies. Each of these aspects to the interdisciplinarity of media pedagogy brings with 
it unique challenges and opportunities, which are related to bigger debates about 
whether or not media studies is a “discipline” in its own right (Kellner, 1995; Sholle, 
1995; Streeter, 1995). Media studies is increasingly taught throughout the world, and 
as such, these concerns are globally relevant. We do not wish to claim that the discus-
sions about interdisciplinarity that took place at our workshops in the United Kingdom 
are representative of the wide variety of higher education contexts around the world. 
Rather, we offer our report of the U.K. context as discussion points for educators in 
other national systems. Throughout this article, we have shown how U.K. teachers 
perceive and approach “media studies” as “interdisciplinary.” The views of this rela-
tively small group of media studies university teachers in the United Kingdom suggest 
that the contested disciplinary boundaries of the field have an impact on the ways in 
which courses are designed and delivered, as well as how department staff members 
see their work in relation to their institutions. The contested disciplinary boundaries of 
media studies are likely to come under increasing institutional and political pressure 
due to both marketization and the “austerity era” (Feigenbaum & Iqani, 2015). As 
such, the pedagogical challenges and opportunities related to interdisciplinarity raised 
by TE workshop participants are likely to become even more pressing in the U.K. HE 
environment. It is thus crucial for U.K.-based academic practitioners to continue to 
reflect on and rearticulate their own disciplinary positions and the role of interdiscipli-
narity in the teaching environments for which they are responsible. Their experiences 
and views can offer a useful counterpoint for pedagogical cultures in other countries.

This perspective on interdisciplinarity is echoed by the standpoint of institutions in 
the United Kingdom that determinedly only offer media studies degrees at postgraduate 
level, thus implicitly “selling” those degrees as fundamentally interdisciplinary and 
supporting the assumption that students should already have some kind of disciplinary 
training before they can engage with the complex interdisciplinarity of the study of the 
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media. However, the rise of media studies departments at many other universities in the 
United Kingdom (and indeed around the world), indexed and peer-reviewed interna-
tional scholarly associations, conferences and journals (some highly ranked, such as 
Media, Culture and Society), and undergraduate degree programs in media studies, 
communication, journalism, and related fields signals that, to some extent, media stud-
ies has crystallized into a “discipline” in its own right. As such, it has taken on certain 
disciplinary conventions and makes claims to certain disciplinary “rights,” such as 
claiming legitimacy, using coherent paradigms, favoring certain methods, and teaching 
established curricula (Jensen, 1993, p. 63). The upside to this is that this area of aca-
demic enquiry is increasingly recognized as legitimate—indeed, this was an early pre-
occupation by many scholars working in the field (Kellner, 1995). The downside, 
particularly from the viewpoint of the radical potential of interdisciplinary pedagogy, is 
that its boundaries may become increasingly inflexible and that it may fall prey to the 
same failings that arguably characterize the established disciplines.

We do not wish to argue here for either position; instead we mark our own ambiva-
lence by concluding that, for the time being, media studies is perhaps best thought of 
as an (inter)discipline. It is neither simply a singular discipline in its own right nor is 
it radically interdisciplinary (this echoes arguments that communication is a “post-
discipline”; Sholle, 1995). To conclude, we flag some of the tensions and inconsisten-
cies that mark the (inter)disciplinarity of media studies based on the accounts of our 
workshop participants. The views we present here arose from the U.K. context, and we 
do not intend to claim that the same concerns and issues will arise in every country in 
which media studies is taught at university level. Future comparative studies could 
yield productive insights into the different formations and different emphases on 
issues of interdisciplinarity. With these differences in mind, the issues raised by our 
U.K.-based research participants suggest the need for continued reflection and discus-
sion about interdisciplinarity and quality in pedagogy at university level. This is par-
ticularly so in the context of university teachers’ pedagogic responsibility to nurture 
and enhance a quality teaching and learning environment.

In the U.K. context, the difficulties in defining media studies as either a discipline 
or as interdisciplinary may be rooted in university bureaucracies. In particular, that 
media studies programs are marketed in very different ways to students by different 
institutions results in a slightly schizophrenic public identity for the (inter)discipline. 
For example, one respondent at University C complained that the undergraduate 
degree program was marketed as “interdisciplinary” when it was not actually so, from 
their perspective. This was considered particularly infuriating considering that in their 
university, truly interdisciplinary cross-departmental initiatives were in fact discour-
aged by the rigid disciplinary structures put in place by the institution. In contrast, 
postgraduate degrees offered at University D and University A were marketed as inter-
disciplinary, yet students were often encouraged to “specialize” and tailor their degrees 
according to their “home” discipline through optional courses and in their dissertation 
research.

While in these postgraduate cases, interdisciplinarity is often the result of the 
research-led teaching projects of staff members, the “disciplinization” of media 
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studies can result from top–down impositions motivated by the lucrative potential 
of media studies degrees for students demanding employability in societies rapidly 
becoming redefined as existing in the “information” or “digital age.” In the United 
Kingdom, it is possible that the media studies educational landscape may see an 
increasing split between Russell Group universities offering theory and research-
driven media degrees, and post-1992 institutions further vocationalizing their skill 
sets to be able to market degree courses as industry standard. As Geoffrey Crossick, 
Warden of the University of London’s Goldsmiths College argues, policy makers 
often describe skills in relation to training rather than education. The job sector 
needs graduates able to respond to constantly changing and developing technol-
ogy. Innovation demands that creativity is “not constrained by rigid disciplinary or 
cultural frames of reference” (Crossick, n.d.); interdisciplinarity will thus con-
tinue to play a key role in the U.K. higher education sector. The extent to which 
this might also be the case in other national contexts is an open question for future 
research.

Policy-driven, top–down institutionalization of media studies departments and 
degrees in the United Kingdom may have resulted in the imposition of increased dis-
ciplinary cultures and boundaries, which may not correspond with the perspectives of 
media studies teachers working at those institutions. Where “interdisciplinarity” has 
been appropriated by institutional structures to sell degree programs and recruit stu-
dents, it may be considered more of a nod to shallow interdisciplinarity. It neither 
facilitates nor funds the types of rich learning opportunities made possible through the 
deep, radical interdisciplinarity that many staff members crave, as the U.K.-based par-
ticipants in our research articulated. The growing “rigidity” of the disciplinary bound-
aries of media studies may in fact limit the potential of quality teaching and 
learning—which needs to remain flexible to continue to adapt to changing real-world 
conditions, and particularly the increasing digitization of culture and society. These 
debates are captured in arguments for a “Media Studies 2.0” (Creeber & Martin, 2008; 
Merrin, 2009) and special editions of Interactions: Studies in Communication & 
Culture (2009) and Media Education Research Journal (2011).

There are broader implications to the discussions that took place in our workshops, 
which we believe have relevance beyond the boundaries of the United Kingdom. 
Whether or not—and how—media studies “crosses out” or “crosses” disciplines is an 
open question, which requires further research in a wider variety of cultural contexts. 
What should always underlie reflections in response to questions about interdisciplin-
arity and pedagogy is a commitment to the formation of critical awareness and abili-
ties in students of media. One of the key findings from our research is that U.K.-based 
teachers explicitly acknowledge the need to continue to reflect upon the role that inter-
disciplinarity plays in their institutional and teaching cultures. To what extent might 
this finding be relevant elsewhere? The aim need not be to develop a single shared 
narrative among colleagues, institutionally or internationally, but to have conversa-
tions that allow each individual staff member to position himself or herself in relation 
to his or her colleagues on the issue of (inter)disciplinarity. Staff should be encouraged 
to reflect on the ways in which (inter)disciplinarity may be relevant to the teaching 
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cultures in their universities and countries, and how reflecting on interdisciplinarity 
may help or hinder the educational projects for which they are responsible.

In the United Kingdom, at least, in the face of what looks to become increasing 
top–down pressures to define media studies as a discipline in relation to technological 
training, we believe it will be necessary to explicitly harness the radical potential of 
interdisciplinarity. This will require working toward deep rather than shallow interdis-
ciplinarity and insisting that media education must be about more than training stu-
dents to use the latest tools and work efficiently in multi-media environments. Our 
workshop participants recurrently spoke to the need for interdisciplinary perspectives 
to understand the rapidly changing mediatized world in which we live. To be able to 
equip students for the changes ahead, media educators need to encourage them to think 
creatively and innovatively, to solve problems in ways that require one to go beyond 
the silos of singular academic disciplines. This kind of development for “real-world 
intervention” is championed by other interdisciplinary areas (such as women’s and 
Black studies, discussed earlier) that take global interdependence, social justice, and 
accountability as core agendas. A return to the emancipatory roots of early media stud-
ies and media literacy may be needed to (re)formulate a Media Studies 2.0 approach 
that is capable of cracking through corporatization to harness the collaborative ethos, 
collective ownership, and connectivity that defines both “deep” interdisciplinary prac-
tice and the digital era (Feigenbaum, n.d.).

The aim of this article was to position the (inter)disciplinarity of media studies as a 
key flashpoint for ongoing research and debate in media education. Using the specific 
case of media studies in the U.K. higher education environment, and reporting on the 
accounts that U.K. university educators in media studies gave of how (inter)discipli-
narity affects their day-to-day teaching activities, we have provided evidence for our 
claim that (inter)disciplinarity is an extremely important pedagogical issue in the 
United Kingdom. We argue that this will have repercussions at multiple levels, includ-
ing interaction between departmental colleagues, course design and delivery, student 
recruitment, and course marketing. In this era of the increasing bureaucratization and 
marketization of higher education, the ramifications of changes and oscillations in the 
(inter)disciplinarity of media studies must remain high on the agenda for those debat-
ing the shape that the future of media education will take. We present the U.K. case 
study as a counterpoint to what we hope will become a more global discussion among 
media educators about the role that interdisciplinarity plays in teaching, and how it can 
be harnessed to further critical rather than bureaucratic agendas.
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