ESM 514: Collaborative interdisciplinary research Instructor: Ben Halpern

Winter 2026 Email: halpern@nceas.ucsb.edu
Office: Bren 4420
Office hours: by appointment

Overview

Monday 8:30-11:00am, BH 1520

The Bren School seeks to train its PhD students to be able to engage in and lead successful
collaboration across disciplines, ultimately to become successful interdisciplinary researchers.
ESM 514 is designed to provide the opportunity to engage with the potential benefits and
challenges of cross- and multi-disciplinary research collaboration, and to explore how to
incorporate interdisciplinary approaches into your own research.

Course materials and logistics
Course materials and readings will be shared via a Google drive.

Structure: Each week will be structured around core ideas of interdisciplinary research (first
part), practical skills for interdisciplinary research (second part), and topics and discussion
related to your research interests (third part), as well as in-class activities and discussions that

provide an opportunity to learn from each other. The course emphasizes practical tips, tools and
skills.

Readings: You will need to several papers each week during the first half of the class to prepare
for in-class participation. These will be organized in the Google drive according to the week of
the term. During the last few weeks of the class, you will only need to read two papers each
week, which will be made available the week before (related to student presentations — see
below).

Google drive: Y our use of the Google shared drive to stay organized, share materials, etc. is both
a course tool and a collaboration tool. You will both retrieve papers and resources for the course

and deposit papers to read in this drive. Be sure to title your shared content so that it is both
concise and understandable to your collaborators.


https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/1EWryrwaB-SQYY25BOA392_c7qVuB12aK
https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/1EWryrwaB-SQYY25BOA392_c7qVuB12aK

Office hours: Prof. Halpern will be available by appointment. Students are encouraged to make
appointments as needed.

Schedule

The schedule is subject to updates as we move through the term.

Date Class Week Topic

Jan 5 1 Introductions. What is interdisciplinary research?
Jan 12 2 Conceptual: Challenges and benefits of interdisciplinary research.
Jan 19 - MLK day, no class
Conceptual: Discussion/debate on single/multi/inter/trans-disciplinary
Jan 26 3
research
Feb 2 4 Practical: Building, supporting and leading collaborative teams
Feb 9 5 Practical: Processes of (interdisciplinary) research: reading the literature,

visualizing data, proposal writing, paper writing, and peer review
Feb 16 — Presidents' day, no class

Feb 23 6 Student presentations: exploring if/how to make your work interdisciplinary
Mar 2 7 Student presentations, continued
Mar 9 8 Student presentations, continued

Deadlines and deliverables

You will have three types of homework. All require in class presentation and participation. If
you have concerns with these formats, please schedule to meet with me to discuss your concerns.

During the first two thirds of the class, homework will involve reading the assigned papers and
being prepared to give a mini-overview of one them (~5 minute presentation, no slides
necessary) if called on in class. The presentation should include a short summary of the paper
and your reactions/opinions on the article to help initiate discussion, followed by moderating 5-
10 minutes of discussion. You should be prepared to present on any of the assigned papers, as |
will call on students randomly for each presentation.

After the first two weeks of class, we are going to spend most of the class time in week 3
discussing and debating the reasons for doing interdisciplinary research and whether it is a good
idea. I have assigned a couple of papers as additional background, and I encourage you to
explore other resources and publications, as useful, to hone your thinking. Please come prepared



to argue both sides (I recommend preparing bullet points in support of and against
interdisciplinary research), and come with an open mind.

During the last few classes, homework will focus on your thesis research, and you will only need
to present and lead discussion for part of one of the classes. For your week, you will need to
select one paper that you find exciting/inspirating/challenging that is related to your thesis
research, and everyone else will read that paper before your assigned week. During class, you
will then briefly present that paper, give a short overview of your research ideas, and position
your work in the disciplinary to transdisciplinary spectrum. You will then lead discussion for the
class about if/how/where you might expand your research to be more interdisciplinary. For this
assignment you’ll want to think about at least one possible way to pivot or expand your work to
incorporate some (more) interdisciplinary approaches and/or questions. You do not need to have
answers ahead of time — in fact, it will be less useful if you do. You should come prepared with
questions you would like genuine feedback about. Everyone else will need to read the assigned
papers for that week (three papers in total) ahead of time.

The homework assignments are designed to help you to think more deeply about the topics we
are covering in class, in addition to engage with the literature related to your research interests.
Weekly homework assignments should take you less than 2 hours to complete, and for the class
participation component, provide an opportunity to practice communicating your ideas clearly.

Expectations

Your grade in the course will be based on general participation in class discussions (50%),
leadership in discussing homework papers (20%), presentation and engagement in the debate
(15%), and presentation and discussion of ideas for interdisciplinary approaches in your thesis
research (15%). You will have ample opportunity for participation in class, and you will have no
problem earning full participation points if you make comments, ask questions and show up to
class.



