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Abstract

This reflection essay examines three core competencies developed through the Interdisciplinary Studies (IDS) degree program at Old Dominion University: communication, problem-solving, and leadership. Rather than treating these competencies as discrete academic categories, the essay traces how each emerged from specific, consequential experiences a case study analysis that demanded mastery of APA scholarly conventions; a workplace compliance audit that illuminated the analytical depth underlying professional practice; and a high-stakes deadline that clarified the nature of effective leadership under pressure. The essay also reflects on the e-portfolio construction process as a pedagogical experience, and on how an interdisciplinary education has fundamentally reframed the relationship between a finance career and an aspiring cybersecurity practice. Throughout, relevant course readings and interdisciplinary theory are drawn upon to provide conceptual language for what professional experience has already been teaching. The central argument is that the IDS degree does not mark a departure from prior expertise but rather provides the intellectual framework through which that expertise becomes transferable, articulable, and expandable.
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Introduction

Enrollment in the Interdisciplinary Studies program at Old Dominion University was not motivated by a perception of professional inadequacy. At the time, the daily work of managing budgets, navigating compliance cycles, analyzing financial data, and guiding teams through demanding audit seasons was already well established. Rather, enrollment was motivated by the recognition of a connection that had not yet been fully articulated a structural parallel between the financial risk work conducted in practice and the cybersecurity risk field toward which professional aspirations were oriented. The IDS program provided both the vocabulary and the conceptual framework to make that connection explicit, and in doing so, it reframed the career transition not as a departure from existing expertise but as an extension of it.

This essay is organized around three competencies communication, problem-solving, and leadership each illustrated through specific artifacts and grounded in concrete experiences drawn from coursework and professional life. It is also, more broadly, a reflection on what it means to think across disciplines, because that capacity is more than any single assignment or credential represents the most durable outcome of this program. As Repko and Szostak (2017) argue, interdisciplinary thinking is not merely the act of combining subjects; it is the cultivation of a fluid, purposeful movement between disciplinary frameworks, drawing on each as the problem demands. That description was encountered early in the program as a theoretical proposition. It is understood now as an accurate account of how expertise develops.

Communication: Writing with Precision and Purpose

It would be reasonable to assume that years of professional writing executive summaries, compliance memorandums, budget narratives would constitute adequate preparation for the writing demands of graduate coursework. That assumption proved incorrect, and the correction was instructive. The first case study submitted in this program received feedback that exposed a genuine gap: not in the capacity to argue clearly, but in the standards of academic citation and intellectual attribution that APA format is designed to enforce. The experience was humbling precisely because confidence in the skill had not been earned at the level the assignment required.

The value of that experience lay not in the grade but in what the remediation process revealed. Returning to the APA manual, consulting tutorial resources, and reconstructing the reference list entry by entry required a kind of deliberate attention that professional writing rarely demands. In organizational contexts, writing is optimized for clarity and speed. Academic writing, by contrast, demands a different kind of precision one in which citation is not a formality but an epistemological act, a formal acknowledgment of the boundary between one’s own reasoning and the prior work upon which it depends. Once that distinction was genuinely understood, it changed the approach to all subsequent writing.

The case study itself required analysis of an organizational scenario through multiple interpretive lenses financial, ethical, and communicative and presentation of findings in a form accessible to a reader without institutional context. This is, on reflection, precisely the communicative challenge that cybersecurity analysts face when preparing risk assessment reports for boards of directors. Bada and Sasse (2014) argue that organizational security failures frequently result not from inadequate technical defenses but from failures of communication—from the inability to translate complex technical risk into terms that move decision-makers to act. That observation transformed the case study from a routine academic exercise into practice for consequential professional skill. The discipline required to write clearly across audiences is, in that sense, directly continuous with the work of cybersecurity risk communication.

Additional artifacts selected for this competency a cross-departmental compliance briefing prepared at work and a collaborative writing project from coursework each reinforce the same central lesson: communication is not the expression of what one knows. It is the calibration of information to what a specific audience needs to act. The recurring difficulty of that calibration has been, each time, more instructive than any single success.

Problem-Solving: Analytical Discipline Across Contexts

The problem-solving experience that stands out most clearly from professional practice occurred during a compliance audit conducted under tight regulatory deadline pressure. A discrepancy appeared in a set of transaction records that no one could immediately account for. The situation created pressure to identify the most plausible explanation quickly and proceed. That pressure was consciously resisted. A methodical return to source data, cross-referenced against a parallel record set, eventually identified the precise point at which the error had been introduced: a manual entry override that had not been captured by the existing review process. The lesson was not simply technical. It was a lesson about the discipline of patience about the professional and intellectual cost of accepting a satisfying explanation before the evidence warrants it.

This experience found its theoretical counterpart to the IDS coursework. Repko and Szostak (2017) characterize interdisciplinary problem-solving as the deliberate identification of which disciplinary lens is most appropriate for a given problem, followed by its systematic application. In the audit situation, the productive lens turned out not to be the financial one that felt most familiar, but a process-analysis lens one that asked where in the workflow the error could have entered rather than what, precisely, the error was. The interdisciplinary insight was that the most important question is sometimes not the most obvious one, and that disciplinary habit can obscure rather than illuminate.

A risk framework comparison developed while researching the cybersecurity field serves as the primary coursework artifact for this competency. Analyzing the NIST Cybersecurity Framework, ISO 27001, and COBIT simultaneously required holding multiple systems of thought in productive tension, identifying their areas of convergence, and determining the conditions under which each would be most appropriate. The impulse to declare one framework superior and conclude the analysis was persistent and had to be repeatedly set aside. The evidence consistently demonstrated that the appropriate framework depends on organizational size, industry sector, regulatory environment, and existing control architecture that is, on context. Kyvik (2014) identifies comfort with context-dependence as a defining characteristic of interdisciplinary graduates, and the experience of developing it confirms that it is neither intuitive nor comfortable at first.

The connection between financial audit work and cybersecurity risk analysis is now apparent in a way it was not at the outset of this program. Both fields are organized around the same fundamental question: where does exposure exist, and what are the potential consequences if that exposure is realized? The methods differ, the technical vocabulary differs, but the analytical posture is identical. That recognition has made the prospective career transition feel less like a beginning and more like continuation.

Leadership: Authority, Trust, and the Weight of Uncertainty

Leadership was, for a long time, understood primarily as a function of knowledge. To lead was to know what should be done and to direct others toward it. The audit deadline referenced above provided more demanding and more accurate education. While tracking the source of the transaction discrepancy, it was simultaneously necessary to manage three team members under visible stress, respond to a supervisor requesting status updates at thirty-minute intervals, and maintain composure in a way that would not amplify the anxiety already present in the room.

A specific decision arose in the mid-afternoon of that day: whether to communicate the full severity of the discrepancy to the team, or to share only what was necessary to keep them productively engaged without precipitating further anxiety. Transparency was chosen, but transparency delivered with deliberate calm and an immediate next step attached to it. Communication took this form: here is what is known, here is what is being done about it, and here is what each member of the team needs to focus on for the next two hours. That formulation was not derived from a framework. It emerged from instinct. But when Northouse’s (2021) account of transformational leadership leadership that operates through vision and trust rather than positional authority was encountered in the coursework, the connection to that afternoon was immediate.

The IDS coursework formalized and deepened that instinct. A team coordination project requiring a project lead role exposed the full complexity of managing collaborative academic work across differences in working style, schedule, and engagement. Coercive authority was not available; the only tools were motivation, organization, and the kind of consistent follow-through that builds credibility over time. Mistakes were made communication was over-dense in some areas and insufficient in others, but the cumulative experience produced a clearer understanding of what effective collaborative leadership requires: clarity of expectation, consistency of presence, and a genuine investment in the success of the people being led.

The compliance management certificate earned during this period represents the formal dimension of this competency the credential that signals to prospective employers that governance structures, regulatory requirements, and organizational risk frameworks have been studied at a level that qualifies participation in leadership roles. But the credential derives its meaning from the experiences that preceded and accompanied it. Leadership is not constituted by what one knows. It is demonstrated in what one does when a situation demands something that preparation did not fully anticipate.

Building This Portfolio: Reflection as Intellectual Practice

The portfolio construction process was not anticipated to function as a learning experience. The expectation was logistical: gather artifacts, organize them by competency, write the accompanying reflections, and submit. What occurred was more substantive and more uncomfortable than that expectation suggested. Selecting artifacts requires confronting the difference between work that produces pride and work that genuinely demonstrates a competency to an outside reader and those two categories do not reliably coincide. Some assignments that felt most meaningful proved difficult to contextualize for an unfamiliar audience. Some exercises initially dismissed as routine turned out, on reflection, to represent precisely the kind of evidence that a prospective employer in cybersecurity risk management would find most compelling.

Zubizarreta (2009) describes the learning portfolio not as a documentation exercise but as a reflective practice that actively produces learning that the discipline of selecting, arranging, and narrating forces the construction of meaning that had not previously been articulated. This characterization proved accurate. Writing the reflection on the problem-solving artifacts made explicit, for the first time in fully developed form, that the analytical work performed in finance and the risk assessment work being pursued in cybersecurity are not two separate careers but two expressions of a single underlying orientation toward complexity and risk. That recognition was not available at the start of this program. It became available through sustained engagement with the portfolio process.

Newell (2010) argues that a defining outcome of interdisciplinary education is the development of metacognitive awareness, the capacity to observe one’s own thinking, to identify which disciplinary frameworks are being applied in each moment, and to make those choices deliberately rather than by habit. Portfolio construction has been exactly that kind of metacognitive exercise, and its effects extend beyond the academic context. The self-awareness it has produced is, in a concrete and practical sense, a professional asset.



Conclusion

This IDS degree redefines how finance careers connect to cybersecurity. What had previously been understood as a sequential relationship one career ending, another beginning is now understood as a continuous one. The analytical rigor developed through financial work, the communication discipline refined through compliance writing, the leadership experience accumulated through audit management, and the comfort with regulatory frameworks built across both domains: none of this disappears in a field transition. It translates, and the interdisciplinary education received here has provided both the confidence to assert that and the framework to demonstrate it.

Courses such as IDS 300W contributed something specific and durable: they taught genuine participation in academic discourse, not merely consumption of it. Learning to write with scholarly precision, to situate arguments within existing research, to engage with ideas rather than only summarize them these capacities will make any professional communication more rigorous and more credible. Cybersecurity risk management is a field in which written communication regularly carries high stakes. Every risk assessment, every compliance report, every board briefing is an argument: here is the evidence, here is the analysis, here is the recommendation, and here is the reasoning that supports it. The skills developed in this program are directly applicable to that work.

The professionals who began this program and the one completing it are not identical. The interdisciplinary habit of mind the sustained refusal to treat any complex problem as the exclusive property of a single discipline is now genuinely constitutive of how problems are approached. That is the outcome that matters most, and it is the one that resists easy enumeration on a résumé while manifesting in everything that follows.
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