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Focus/Problem Statement  

Providing students with authentic learning experiences is challenging, but these are some 

of the most effective teaching activities. Authenticity can be increased by providing real-world 

contexts and considerations to challenge our students. Problems that closely resemble real-life 

typically demand a comprehensive solution and hence call for multidisciplinary collaboration 

and when too complex can be termed ‘wicked’ problems (Head and Alford, 2015). 

Theoretical or Conceptual Framework  

Dr. Vargas Hernandez is an expert in innovative engineering product design and 

sustainability, Dr. Robles is an expert in entrepreneurship and service learning, and Dr. 

Rampersad-Ammons is an expert in agriculture and food security. The trio of professors have 

collaborated for the last 4 years on hands-on student projects (Robles, 2022). Collaboration has 

been a learning process, using pedagogical best practices (e.g., service learning), 



multidisciplinary collaboration models (e.g., quintuple helix), and innovation & entrepreneurship 

approaches (e.g., lean canvas). Although these theoretical models have informed the 

collaboration, it has been through experiencing challenges that the collaboration has been 

improved and reinforced.  

Methodology/Design of the Study or Organization  

The objective of this session is to share our experience providing students with effective 

multidisciplinary learning experiences. For the last 4 years, faculty from entrepreneurship, 

engineering, and agriculture have collaborated in agricultural projects that have a direct impact in 

the Rio Grande Valley community in Texas. While students focus on their specific area 

(engineering, entrepreneurship, agriculture), they must learn from each other to provide a 

comprehensive solution. We highlight our experience, key elements for successful collaboration 

and practical recommendations to replicate success shared at the conference. 

Our experience 

● The Rio Grande Valley is not ‘Silicon Valley’ where this type of collaboration is deeply 

rooted. 

● At our institution, there was no historical collaboration between Engineering and 

Business colleges, so trust had to be developed between collaborators. 

● Our faculty are reminded to focus on their core research and teaching so that they meet 

tenure requirements. This approach may not be conducive to those criteria as faculty need 

time to brainstorm, assess, develop corrective measures where necessary and debrief 

together at the end. 

● Students lack entrepreneurship role models in this geographic region. 



● Students in different disciplines already have ‘busy’ curricula that are reflected in their 

syllabi. 

● Our graduating students get good job offers, so they wonder why invest energy in these 

collaborations and what positive skill sets they will bring. 

How to start 

● Start with one faculty from each discipline who is convinced to make a change. In our 

case, our disciplines were Engineering, Business, and Agriculture. 

● Identify courses to collaborate and a shared problem. Our shared problem was “How to 

feed the world with 1 ½ times the population that we have today…In 30 years” 

(Association of Public and Land-grant Universities, 2017). Our courses were Senior 

Design in Mechanical Engineering and New Venture Creation in Business. 

● Start with small changes so as to not overburden the students and focus on student soft 

skills development. 

● Keep ‘people’ first. Help students develop trust in each other and see all members across 

the disciplines as ‘One Team”. Foster Unity and Identity, Communication, Solidarity 

● Initially, assessments across the disciplines will not be aligned, but with time and 

discussion among the faculty, common metrics emerge that can be utilized. A good 

place to start is with Gelmon, 2018; Berman, 2006. This is one of the areas that we will 

continue to work on as we gain experience. 

● Document and where appropriate advertise your achievements especially at an 

institutional level in the collaborating Departments and Colleges. 
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