
Project-based learning for a transdisciplinary engagement with social issues
- A collaborative approach as part of a doctoral program -

Leading Program for Graduate Schools,  
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology

A: Overview
The Cross-Boundary Innovation Program is a five-year graduate program established in 2012. In the third year of this program, students conduct a one-year 

project, Innovation Project,  to deal with complex social ploblems. During the project, students are expected to do on-the-ground research concerning the 

topics, to (re)define the problem, and to propose a feasible solution for the project stakeholders. Consequently, students learn how to engage with real social 

issues by applying their own research skills in collaboration with other students of different disciplines as well as various social actors. 
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B: Aims and core coursework

C. Structure
➢ This hands-on training focuses on the basic innovative leadership skills

necessary for effectively tackling challenges. Students form teams(4-5

members) to experience the full process of uncovering solutions within a

project format. Over several months of exploring an issue, participating in class

activities, conducting on-site research, consulting with relevant experts and

actors, and holding multiple group discussions, students identify a problem,

draw up strategies, and propose a course of action.

➢ There have been 56 participants and 13 projects since 2014. The project topics

are settled in advance, with consultation among education staffs and project

counterparts (collaborating stakeholders). The project starts in April and ends in

October. In the time in-between, there are three official meetings between

students and counterparts: a kickoff meeting, an interim meeting, and a final

meeting. After finishing the project, in November, students produce a report

and submit it to the counterparts as a final result.

D. Project performance since 2014

No. Year Topics Counterpart

1

2014

Designing an electronic display for future 
lifestyle

Company

2
Future strategies for a local builder of 
wooden homes

Company

3
Sustainable social systems in an 
underpopulated local area in Japan

Local Gov./NPO

4
Social business strategies for hygienic 
products in Uganda

Company

5

2015

Regional promotion to vacant house 
problems 

Local Gov./NPO

6
Designing an environmental education 
program for future generations

NPO

7

2016

Designing a robot and its business plan for 
a better life

Company

8
Devising a training program on waste 
processing for developing countries 

NPO

9
Reusing a closed school building for 
community design

NPO

10
Effective approach for wild animal damage 
in the suburbs

Research Inst.

11

2017

Human centered design for a station plaza City Gov.

12
Education program for water use from an 
urban ecological perspective

Company

13
Public relations campaign to boost visitor 
numbers to recently built shopping and 
amusement complex

CompanyE. Educational effectiveness and its position in the curriculum

➢ The main influence of this project is on the cultivation of students’ abilities for

collaborating, broadening perspectives, problem-finding, and problem solving.

➢ Students’ satisfaction regarding the project has been very high.

➢ Most of the counterparts are satisfied with outcomes as well, and hoping for

continued collaboration.

➢ Important elements for a good project are: (1) team building, including in the

accommodation of topic varieties and content to student’s specialties, (2) fitting

the scales of the topic to a one-year project, (3) hiring former students as TAs

for effective guidance (as well as allowing the TAs themselves a chance to

reflect on the process of project management), (4) sufficient explanations and

careful preconditioning for the counterparts.

➢ More education stuffs and sustainable budget condition are necessary to

extend this project as part of general coursework in the university.

The purpose of this program is to foster a different kind of 
graduate who can tackle the complex social issues of a global 
age by using their own disciplinary knowledge and skills. The
program offers an innovative learning environment where 
students from different graduate schools meet regularly to 
learn from an interdisciplinary curriculum and from each 
other. The project is designed to be a convergent point of the 
coursework.

On-the-ground research concerning the vacant house problem (project. no.5) Prototyping of the robot (project. no.7)

*One-year project in the third year of the program


