
13 
about CaMpus / noveMber–DeCeMber 2011

Engendering Habits 
of Mind and Heart 

Through Integrative 
Learning

By Simone Himbeault Taylor

Students are often exposed to an almost breathtaking array of curricular and 

cocurricular learning experiences, but how do we help them make meaning of 

their diverse learning? Simone Himbeault Taylor suggests pedagogical processes 

that promote reflection across learning experiences in a student-centered 

approach to integrate learning.
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l ike higher education itself, student affairs is a 
dynamic enterprise grounded in paradigms that have 
shifted over its history. the purpose of this article is to 
frame the role of higher education at large, with a look 
at the role of student affairs in particular, to advance 
integrative learning. portfolio pedagogy is described as 
one strategy for advancing integration. this pedagogy 
is grounded in reflective practice, a vital, under-utilized 
skill to prepare students for their journey as life-long 
learners and contributors. 

dEfininG intEGrativE lEarninG

the construct of integrative learning has many mean-
ings. in the vernacular, educators have defined the 

term in a variety of ways, referring to interdisciplin-
ary study across knowledge domains or creative com-
mingling of the curricular and cocurricular to enliven 
learning. in the research domain, the construct of inte-
grative learning is a bridge being built as it is being 
walked upon, with yet limited findings available to 
demonstrate evidence for how integration is achieved. 
this article relies on Mary taylor huber and pat 
hutchings’s rather comprehensive definition of inte-
grative learning:

one of the great challenges in higher education is 
to foster students’ abilities to integrate their learning 
across contexts and over time. . . . the capacity to 
connect is central . . . whether focused on discovery 
and creativity, integrating and interpreting knowl-
edge from disciplines, applying knowledge through 
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real-world engagements . . . [integrative learning] 
builds intentional learners . . . and the habits of 
mind that prepare students to make informed judg-
ments in the conduct of personal, professional, and 
civic life . . . [leading to] personal liberation and 
social empowerment” (p. 1).

the emphasis on multiple learning environments 
(“across contexts”), life-long learning (“over time,” 
“habits of mind”), and preparing students for con-
tributing to the betterment of the world (“real-world 
engagements,” “civic life,” “social empowerment”) 
creates a direct sight line between integrative learning 
and the aims of student affairs. 

rElationship of lEarninG outcomEs to 
intEGrativE lEarninG

integrative learning is, at its core, a process for synthe-
sizing learning across multiple experiences, coalescing 
meaning, and also creating new learning and meaning. 
but to what ends? the literature is increasingly popu-
lated with reports from national associations and gov-
ernment agencies regarding student learning, outcomes, 
“purposeful pathways,” and institutional accountability. 
thus, intentionality, at minimum, speaks to interven-
tions grounded in theory and research, designed with 
defined learning outcomes in mind. 

Defining learning outcomes within academe—espe-
cially in nonprofessional education domains—is contro-
versial. at the same time, legislators and the public call 
for “accountability” through oftentimes ungrounded and 
highly pragmatic metrics that do not necessarily align with 
the aims or values of higher education. essential learning 
outcomes provide a foundation upon which to ground 
the processes of integrative learning. these may align with 
the many learning outcomes already defined by profes-
sional accrediting agencies, and may be in concert with 
students’ self-defined learning outcomes.

the association of american Colleges and uni-
versities (aaC&u) defined four rubrics in 2011 com-

prising the essential learning outcomes to prepare 
students for the challenges of the twenty-first century: 
knowledge of human cultures and the physical and nat-
ural world; intellectual and practical skills; personal and 
social responsibility; and integrative and applied learn-
ing (these outcomes are also discussed by kevin hov-
land and Carol geary schneider in “Deepening the 
Connections: Liberal education and global Learning 
in College” in this issue). Most of these cut across the 
many learning environments found within and beyond 
the classroom. of special note is the rubric of integra-
tive and applied learning. it is not surprising that with 
the increasing call for adaptive life-long learners, the 
capacity to synthesize and translate learning into new 
situations would be identified as essential. outcomes, 
however defined, form the content against which the 
process of integrative learning may be applied.

intEGrativE lEarninG as an EssEntial rolE 
for hiGhEr Education

While the language associated with the aims of higher 
education at large—and student affairs in particular—
might shift over time, the fundamental purpose that 
guides educators has remained steady. expressed as early 
as the student personnel point of view of 1937, and 
continued through ernest boyer’s foundational work, 
development of the whole student—not just intellectual 
capacity—maximizes students’ growth so that they may 

Essential learning outcomes provide a foundation upon 
which to ground the processes of integrative learning. 

These may align with the many learning outcomes already 
defined by professional accrediting agencies, and may be 
in concert with students’ self-defined learning outcomes.
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be fully contributing members to society and achieve 
maximum personal fulfillment. Content knowledge, skill 
development, and learning how to learn for a lifetime 
are the basics. in the end, it is higher education’s hope 
that students graduate with a more sophisticated way of 
knowing and interacting with the world.

robust research over the decades in psycho-social 
development, cognitive psychology, learning theory, 
and social identity development provides a theoretical 
framework for how students understand themselves, 
the intersections of a multiplicity of identities, and how 
they engage in their worlds. it informs us about how 
students make meaning and how learning experiences 
are approached, constructed, and mediated by each 
student’s own personal history. from arthur Chicker-
ing and Linda reisser’s seven vectors of development 
to howard gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences, 
this literature asserts that these transitional years for stu-
dents are the richest for cultivating students’ cognitive 
and affective development. ernest pascarella and patrick 
terenzini’s meta-analyses of decades of research in the 
impact of college on students provide ample evidence 
that an intentional total college experience and environ-
ment that is designed to encourage involvement and 
engagement can have a profound effect on students’ 
active learning and development and on the integration 
of their learning. these learning constructs have deep 
roots affirming john Dewey’s profound assertion in his 
1897 pedagogic creed that “education is a process of liv-
ing and not preparation for future living” (p. 78). 

Clearly, student growth and development along 
a variety of parameters is the work of higher educa-
tion at large. yet learning across multiple arenas is not 
automatically integrated. there is nothing necessarily 
intrinsic about the higher education experience—per-
haps especially at large, research multiversities—that 
requires an “integrative” approach to teaching or learn-
ing. surely, most educators believe in the principle of 
integrative learning. however, there exist surprisingly 
few formal, sustainable ways in which to accomplish 
this comprehensively. higher education research-
ers have identified current organizational practices 
reinforcing segmented acquisition of knowledge and 
skills. these include increasingly specialized discipline-
specific learning and the structural barriers between 
learning within and outside the classroom. this results 
in educational delivery that can be experienced as 
highly distributed and unfocused to many students. 
taken together, reports and research make the case 
for an intentional, seamless, and integrated educational 
experience across curricular and cocurricular domains 
linked to measurable learning outcomes. further, many 
reports assert that fostering cross-institutional partner-

ships to promote student engagement, learning, and 
development can result in a more cohesive educational 
experience for students.

professional and research literature alike sounds a 
consistent and resounding call for educators throughout 
the institution to unite toward the shared goal of inte-
grative student learning. While academe has valued the 
concept and even made inroads to address integration, 
these efforts have privileged structural interventions over 
pedagogical processes. it is a start but it is insufficient. 

intErdisciplinarity: a Good first start 
toward intEGrativE lEarninG

there is no single Way to achieve integration. in a 1994 
report, george kuh, katie branch Douglas, jon p. 
Lund, and jackie ramin-gyurnek encouraged the 
“transcending [of] artificial boundaries” to facilitate 
comprehensive learning. examples of educational 
interventions for structural integration are plentiful, 
including creative co-teaching across seemingly dis-
parate disciplines (recent examples from the univer-
sity of Michigan include physics and music faculty 
co-teaching and the botanical gardens sponsoring a 
multiyear project to bring together undergraduate and 
graduate students from engineering, near eastern stud-
ies, and museum studies as partners in the presentation 
of a fourth-century funerary monument in the botani-
cal gardens). as exciting as creative co-teaching may 
be, bringing together seemingly unrelated disciplines 
to develop exciting new ways of knowing, limitations 
exist. it is difficult to sustain such efforts, and the rela-
tively small number of students accessing these unique 
experiences makes this a more rarified than routineex-
perience. as such, it represents one compelling strat-
egy toward integrative learning, although exposure to 
diverse learning alone does not, de facto, create the 
conditions for making connections across experiences. 
these approaches must be complemented by other 
strategies with greater reach, sustainability, and inten-
tionality for all students.

frequently, at large, decentralized, research 
institutions, where teaching shares priority (but not 
necessarily equal status) with basic research and ser-
vice, learning opportunities occur within a distrib-
uted environment. students often have access to an 
extraordinary array of subject areas and cocurricular 
opportunities; this results in tremendous exposure yet 
potentially disjointed experiences for students.

in more recent work for the aaC&u, george 
kuh identified ten high-impact educational practices for 
affecting and effecting meaningful learning that also have 
implications for integrative learning. these include:
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• first-year seminars and experiences,

• common intellectual experiences,

• learning communities,

• writing-intensive courses,

• collaborative assignments and projects,

• “science as science is done”/undergraduate 
research,

• diversity/global learning,

• service learning/community-based learning,

• internships, and

• capstone courses and projects.

While many of these practices cut across curricular 
and cocurricular boundaries, many of these practices 
still represent efforts at structural integration. While 
no single strategy will satisfy the need for integration, 
higher education must get beyond these structural 
solutions. they do not directly address the pedagogical 
processes required for students to derive meaning from 
what they learn. for this, we require an integrative 
paradigm that looks beyond interdisciplinarity to one 
that embraces teaching students the tools of reflection. 

intEGratinG divErsE lEarninG throuGh 
rEflEctivE practicE 

today’s colleges are filled by the millennial genera-
tion. traveling through a life stage coined by jeffrey 
arnett as “emerging adulthood,” these students are 
self-focused on exploration and transition. today’s 
students want to create their own meaning through 
self-expression. at the 2008 national Conference on 
Law & higher education, thomas Workman referred 
to today’s students as “digital thinkers” and encouraged 
us to recognize the unique characteristics and capacities 
associated with this type of thinking: “for millennials, 
the growing sophistication and capacity of the internet 
has been entwined in their own maturation process to 
the point where it is difficult to determine the degree 

of influence one has had on the other” (p. 2). it would 
seem as if these “emerging adults” are predisposed to 
take an active role in their own learning.

a key question is “What might effectively prompt 
this active role in one’s own learning?” and, more 
to the point, “What affects integration across diverse 
learning experiences?” While these questions offer fer-
tile ground for future research, current understanding 
suggests that deliberate reflection and action appear to 
be at least some components that prompt integrative 
learning. integration speaks to the capacity to draw on 
the knowledge and skills gained from individual in-
class and out-of-class experiences to create a new, more 
complex, and synergized understanding and applica-
tion of knowledge. however, learning scientists tell 
us because learning is context-bound, translating con-
cepts from one situation to another is extremely diffi-
cult. “scaffolding”—using prompts that encourage the 
translation of old information into unique contexts—is 
one cognitive strategy for generating learning. accord-
ing to the work of the national research Council 
reported in How People Learn, for today’s students, 
meaning making results in both weaving together dis-
parate knowledge and creating new, more sophisticated 
ways of knowing and acting in the world. facilitat-
ing such deliberate reflection beyond the individual 
classroom experience appears to be largely absent in 
our institutional practices. few if any formal, systemic 
mechanisms exist to facilitate such cohesive and syner-
gistic learning.

interestingly, Donald schön in The Reflec-
tive Practitioner indicates that one can only “practice” 
reflection—it cannot be taught. educators can create 
situations and stand back to coach. students must learn 
for themselves by synthesizing existing and generat-
ing new knowledge through a series of actions and 
reflections or praxis. one question is how might the 
enterprise of higher education prompt the kind and 
magnitude of deliberate practice to ensure that students 
gain the competency of reflective practice? 

to be sure, institutions have experimented with 
an array of models to more fully integrate student 
learning, as pointed to in kuh’s high-impact educa-
tional practices. Clearly, there is no single strategy that 

Students often have access to an extraordinary array 
of subject areas and cocurricular opportunities; this 

results in tremendous exposure yet potentially disjointed 
experiences for students.
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will satisfy the need for integration, though all require 
intentionality. Consider, for example, a community 
service opportunity in a large, diverse, urban setting. 
such a program may not, in and of itself, contribute 
to the aaC&u learning outcome of ethical reasoning 
and action (within the personal and social responsibil-
ity rubric). yet combined with (1) an academic course 
on critical urban issues, (2) active student leadership 
to construct their own learning focus, (3) mentoring 
as part of symbiotic community engagement, and (4) 
opportunities for reflection including planned con-
versations designed to stimulate connections between 
concepts and practice, an integrated experience can be 
created that strengthens student understanding of social 
responsibility and a sense of personal agency. yet, 
absent a pedagogy for integrating learning from these 
opportunities, the risk is a highly segmented, disjointed 
experience for students.

from aristotle and rousseau to Dewey and 
freire, we know that it is a long-tested principle that 
students learn best that which they discover for them-
selves. When learning occurs cognitively, affectively, 
experientially, and with reflection, it is more likely 
to become truly integrated. in the end, integrating 
learning is about helping students get the most out of 
their experiences. this may be achieved by express-
ing intentional learning outcomes, creating deliber-
ately structured learning opportunities, and providing 
self-conscious, scaffolded processes in order to actively 
reflect on and make connections across experiences. 
ultimately, students will have developed the funda-
mental skills of translating knowledge, and of learn-
ing how to learn so they will progress throughout life 
as intentional learners. a question remaining, then, is 
do we have the capacity to coach students to integrate 
their diverse learning? and what tools are needed to 
facilitate this process? 

portfolio practicEs as onE tool to 
promotE intEGrativE lEarninG

one compelling strategy to promote integration uses 
portfolio processes (as distinguished from a traditional 
cocurricular transcript or professional portfolio mod-
els primarily designed to document achievement and 
accomplishments). electronic in mode, this process is also 

distinguished from popular social networking tools such 
as facebook. the “integrative knowledge portfolio” 
approach is grounded in learning theory, student develop-
ment research, and the principles of active student learn-
ing and reflective practice. it is in this spirit of promoting 
active student learning from formal and informal learning 
ecosystems that this portfolio model is based. 

the integrative knowledge portfolio currently 
being instituted at the university of Michigan is 
designed for students to make unique meaning of their 
own learning by both documenting it and creating new 
knowledge in the process. the goal of the model is to 
provide a learning process to support students identify-
ing, connecting, and demonstrating evidence of their 
learning (see figure 1). students do so by surfacing and 
articulating the value of formal and tacit knowledge; 
connecting their values, goals, and learning experiences; 
and applying their knowledge and skills across different 
contexts and over time. structured around learning out-
comes, the electronic portfolio is a tool that encourages 
students to describe and reflect upon an array of cogni-
tive, affective, and experiential learning experiences.

Different from matrices that can perpetuate silos 
of knowledge, “prompts” serve as the intellectual scaf-
folding for deliberate reflection. Melissa peet, first as 
part of dissertation research and later as research lead 
for the university of Michigan Mportfolio effort, has 
developed and studied generative knowledge inter-
viewing (gki), a pedagogical technique designed to 
surface tacit knowledge and prompt meaning making. 
prompts also frame the portfolio templates that guide 
students to consider what they know and how they 
know it. examples of prompts include:

• What did i learn and why was it important?

• What knowledge, skills, or capacities did i gain 
or demonstrate?

• how does it relate to other contexts and expe-
riences?

• how does it relate to my own interests, pas-
sion, or goals?

• how might i use this knowledge in the future?

this meaning making is then translated into a highly 
visual presentation of a student’s “persona” that is sub-

“Scaffolding”—using prompts that encourage the 
translation of old information into unique contexts—is 
one cognitive strategy for generating learning.
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stantiated by artifacts of evidence, such as papers and 
documented experiences. portfolios include a philoso-
phy statement and multiple reflective and meta-reflective 
narratives that capture learning themes across diverse 
educational experiences. the portfolio evolves and may 
be utilized for planning, sharing, and archiving. this 
approach to integrative learning allows students to better 
know what they know and then translate this knowledge 
into something useful in the “flat world” of today—a 
world, as thomas friedman reports, in The World Is Flat, 
that no longer values the generalist nor needs the specialist 
but requires the adaptability of the versatilist. 

approached as action research, the e-portfolio 
effort at the university of Michigan began as an inquiry 
in the efficacy of a tool and pedagogy that facilitates 
reflection and demonstration of learning. it was an 
organic, pilot-based experiment to determine if and how 
such a tool and surrounding practices could be effective 
in assisting students in making meaning of their diverse 
learning. to that end, a mixed-method research inquiry 
accompanied the implementation. Quantitative mea-
sures are captured through a self-rated pre-/post-test of 
defined learning outcomes. portfolio content analysis 
and focus groups capture qualitative data. 

findings to date are compelling, as reported by 
Melissa peet, steve Lonn, patricia gurin, page boyer, 
Malinda Matney, tiffany Marra, andrea Daley, and 
myself in the recent inaugural issue of the International 
Journal of ePortfolio. gains in demonstrating knowledge, 
transferring knowledge to new situations, and working 
collaboratively with others were significant, regardless 
of level of participation. students gained more when 
they created more components of their portfolio. stu-
dents who participated in more than one experience 
using portfolios demonstrated the greatest gains.

the integrative knowledge portfolio is just one 
strategy for effecting integrative learning. however, 
unlike other strategies that are more reliant on systemic 
institutional change, this one may have the advan-
tage of sustainability because it is student-centered. it 
potentially allows students to create their own inter-
disciplinary learning. Disciplines, faculty, and staff 
may choose to join together to create specific curri-
cula/cocurricula; however, integrated learning is not 
dependent on this. through guided reflection, stu-
dents will learn to integrate learning across a multi-
plicity of unique experiences. in the spirit of Donald 
schön’s views on reflective practice, educators of all 

figure 1. integrative Learning CyCLe
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backgrounds will serve as coaches—reflective aids—to 
students’ own learning. 

portfolio learning has the potential to address 
other issues of interest to higher education, as well:

• educators may utilize such a tool to evaluate 
evidence of learning by individual student and 
by educational experience.

• programs, units, and schools/colleges may 
aggregate student outcomes data for purposes 
of accountability and accreditation.

• the institution may aggregate select quantita-
tive outcomes data to demonstrate institutional 
effect while complementing these data with 
tangible, substantive student narratives of their 
growth.

• the institution may define its own relevant 
measures of impact rather than have these mea-
sures defined externally.

in short, encouraging reflective thinking to inte-
grate learning has the capacity to benefit the individual 
student, inform academic and institutional planning, 
and demonstrate the public good of education to a 
wide constituency. 

intEGrativE lEarninG as an EssEntial rolE 
for studEnt affairs

student affairs conducts its Work within the intersec-
tional and interstitial spaces of learning. it works in 
intersectional spaces when it works with students to 
leverage learning and perspectives across disciplines and 
experiences, applying and adapting existing knowl-
edge to new, dynamic situations. it works in intersti-
tial spaces when it engages students to make meaning 
across their diverse learning experiences through reflec-
tive practice. the role of the student affairs educator, 
whether facilitating career planning, intergroup rela-
tions, or service learning, is to coach students in the 
processes of self-conscious reflection about themselves, 
others, and their role in greater society. 

in all this, an emphasis on integrative learning 
asserts first and foremost that educators place students 
at the center of their own learning. it also implies, to 
paraphrase john Dewey, that the educational environ-
ment is where students “live” and don’t just “prepare 
to live.” these are foundational principles for student 
affairs educators. as such, there is great congruence 
between the education goal of integration and the 
work of student affairs. the essential role for student 
affairs in promoting integrative learning is grounded on 
several key assertions:

• that advancing learning outcomes, broadly 
defined, are the shared responsibility of all who 
claim a role as educator;

• that educators reveal themselves in various 
ways: teaching political science, guiding a 
chemistry lab, conducting an intergroup dia-
logue, and providing academic and career 
counseling;

• that the potential for learning occurs wherever 
students are, when they are fully engaged, and 
particularly when intentional interventions are 
present;

• that through employing integrative pedagogy, 
educators may guide students to weave together 
holistic, integrative learning derived from mul-
tiple sources to create new knowledge;

• that active reflection is the process lynchpin 
to integrative learning, and tools of reflection, 
such as the portfolio, facilitate surfacing new 
knowledge; and

• that the new knowledge students create will 
inform them about who they are and want to 
be, who they are in relation to others, and what 
they aspire to as global citizens for the better-
ment of society. they become increasingly self-
authored.

each of these assertions is anchored directly to 
the theory, research, and best practice informing the 
work of student affairs. in an increasingly student-

Gains in demonstrating knowledge, transferring 
knowledge to new situations, and working collaboratively 
with others were significant, regardless of level of 
participation.
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driven learning agenda, a student-centered functional 
area such as student affairs plays a critical role. it must 
increasingly apply itself to facilitating integrative learn-
ing while helping students navigate across the fluid and 
diverse learning environments.

students navigate, reflection facilitates, and educa-
tors guide, motivate, and critique.

conclusion

the importance of integrative learning for preparing 
today’s students for tomorrow’s world suggests that 
higher education examines:

• how institutions can create paths for learning 
that extend beyond what is gained from an 
individual classroom, cocurricular, or commu-
nity experience;

• how we can get beyond the structures and 
strictures of where unique learning experi-
ences occur and who guides the learning to 
focus more fully on ensuring that learning and 
development actually occur and can be dem-
onstrated; and

• how students can graduate not only with an 
understanding of the “what” of their unique 
experiences but also with the “so what” of 
integrating and leveraging their experiences 
toward larger goals.

promoting integrative learning is offered here as 
an essential paradigm for framing the work of higher 
education at large and student affairs in particular. 
bringing together definitions of integrative learning 
with the theoretical underpinnings guiding the work 
of student affairs, it becomes increasingly apparent 
that student affairs is uniquely situated to be an essen-
tial partner to advance integrative learning. Look-
ing back, this work resonates with the foundations 
of student affairs expressed over 80 years ago. Look-
ing forward, it concurrently presses student affairs 
into a uniquely twenty-first-century agenda prepar-
ing students to develop “habits of mind” to comple-
ment “habits of the heart” required to be life-long, 
intentional, adaptive learners prepared to succeed in 
quickly changing environments and to improve soci-
ety globally.
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