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Wising Up: Designing a Course for the Future: A Report on 
a New Transdisciplinary and Intergenerational Course
Nicholas Brennecke MDa, Farah Almhanab, Peter Pesch PhDc, 
and Peter Whitehouse MD-PhDa

aCase Western Reserve University/University Hospitals Cleveland Medical Center, Cleveland, OH, USA; 
bCase Western Reserve University, Cleveland, OH, USA; cJudson Manor, Cleveland, OH, USA

ABSTRACT
Wising up: designing a course for the future is an intergenera-
tional, transdisciplinary course that was offered in the fall 2019. It 
was designed using widely participatory processes involving ele-
mentary school children, college undergraduates, and elders. Its 
goal was to explore what we need to learn as individuals and 
communities to sustain ourselves in an increasing ecologically 
and socially challenged future. Topics ranged from the relation-
ships between brain and mind, to nature and society, and spirited 
citizenship. Processes included brief lectures, group discussion, 
story sharing, relationship building activities, field trips, and jour-
naling. Individual and organizational outcomes included broad-
ening of interests and commitment to transformation.
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Brief history

“Wising up: designing a course for the future” is a transdisciplinary, intergenera-
tional course taught for the first time in fall 2019 at Case Western Reserve 
University (CWRU) in coordination with the Cognitive Science Department, 
Cleveland Brain Health Initiative, Siegal Lifelong Learning Program at CWRU, 
and community organizations such as Judson Smart Living at the Manor and the 
Intergenerational Schools. The history of this course began in 2003 with an 
inaugural university seminar entitled “Wisdom: an introduction” as part of the 
pilot of the Seminar Approach to General Education and Scholarship (SAGES) 
program at CWRU. A community charrette was then held in 2017 at the Global 
Center for Health Innovation to explore the idea of the course and begin the 
design. Foundational to the course was the idea that wisdom could be viewed as 
a relationship-based, aspirational process rather than an achievable final state in 
the here-and-now. The short-hand title of the course, “Wising up,” hinted at the 
evolutionary nature of the course processes, while maintaining a playful and 
light hearted intention.
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In addition to the intergenerational interactions among the students of 
different ages, the course was purposely co-directed in an intergenerational 
fashion, taught both by a professor of Neurology and a senior resident in 
Neurology which sprang out of a more traditional professor-resident 
mentorship.

Goals

The goal of the course was for course co-directors, elementary school children, 
undergraduates, and community elders to form an intergenerational learning 
community and to explore together the processes of “wising up.” By this we 
meant appreciating the blend of cognitive, emotional, and ethical skills neces-
sary to implement practical actions to address the complex, interrelated 
“wicked” problems in the world such as climate change and social inequity. 
Humility, imagination, compassion, and commitment were the only stated 
prerequisites for the course.

Participants

Participants in the course included course co-directors, undergraduates, com-
munity elders associated with Judson Smart Living, staff and student members 
of the Intergenerational Schools, and other community members who served 
as advisors and arranged sites for field trips.

Activities

The undergraduates and elders participated in five organized sessions, as well as 
more informal relationship building activities (coffee shop and dinner conversa-
tions). The five “formal” sessions were organized around topics that represented 
different levels of reality of understanding wisdom, and chosen to create differ-
ent conceptual tensions. For example, the first session was exploring the rela-
tionships between the brain (neuroscience) and mind (cognitive science) using 
the biology and clinical aspects of dementia as a case study. The sessions also 
included specific topics chosen by the undergraduates but with input from the 
instructors and the elders. They included Brain/Mind (topic-frontal lobe 
dementia), Individual/Community (public health and ethics), Nature/Society 
(climate change activism), Digital/Analogue (artificial intelligence, music, scoo-
ters, and internet of things), and Past/Future (spirited citizenship). Students 
engaged with independently chosen and assigned readings focused on issues 
relating to creating sustainable futures and understanding complex, wicked 
problems in the world. Topics included neuroscience, climate change, social 
factors in health outcomes, and medical ethics among others. Reading categories 
included textbooks, medical essays, clinical reviews, and original research. 
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Weekly meetings between course co-directors and undergraduates were held in 
an informal setting, providing for intergenerational relationship building and 
mentorship, as well as discussion of interests and readings. Critical thinking was 
promoted. Students were invited to review articles submitted to medical jour-
nals. Course co-directors guided and gave feedback during this process.

Experiential learning in community was emphasized. Several field trips to 
affiliated organizations occurred. Undergraduates were invited to a local 
Department of Neurology Grand Rounds to hear a lecture on the future of 
neuropsychological rehabilitation. A second trip was coordinated with a local 
Neurologic Institute clinical trials unit to help students better understand the 
workings of traditional pharmaceutical trial and development. Two field trips 
were organized to local elder homes, providing students with a better under-
standing senior living. Undergraduates were paired with elder mentors from 
the local assisted living community based on common interests, with encour-
agement to meet at least several times for dialogue on areas of interest.

Structured events at the elder community served as a focal point for the 
course. As mentioned the sessions centered on the five intergenerational and 
transdisciplinary tensions: Mind/Brain, Individual/Community, Society/ 
Nature, Digital/Analog, and Past/Future. The sessions were a combination of 
improvisation and prepared discussion, with room for interactive conversa-
tion. Formal presentations, prepared by a course co-director and an under-
graduate, served as a primer for learning and conversation. In the session on 
nature and society one instructor appeared as his metaphorical and transdis-
ciplinary performance character who asks human beings what they can learn 
about health from trees. In the session on digital technologies each student 
prepared a demonstration. Together the course co-directors, undergraduates, 
and elders explored what they wanted to learn and how they could “wise up” as 
regards these various tensions and potentially plan practical action in their 
own lives and communities. The capstone experience was the final session 
(Past/Future), where this class along with participants from the elementary 
school interacted in an exploration of the topic of “spirited citizenship.”

While engaging in the above activities, undergraduates kept a journal, with 
an emphasis on thoughtful and critical reflection. Journaling took place in 
a digital fashion with incorporation of multimedia as appropriate. Journal 
entries were shared with course co-directors for feedback and pass-fail grading 
(all passed).

Benefits

As a result of this course, mentorship took place on many levels, including 
individuals falling into the traditional categories of professor, post-graduate, 
undergraduate, junior, and senior. This naturally led to the building and 
strengthening of various personal relationships and a greater appreciation 
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for local history and culture. The premed and public health oriented under-
graduates were exposed to the traditions of clinical and research practice, as 
well as to innovative intergenerational and transdisciplinary experiences.

Lessons learned

To eliminate the pressures of prestated, specific course objectives, course 
“subjectives” were encouraged. Participants were asked to consider how they 
could “wise up” as a result of the course and potentially take action in the own 
lives and their communities. To that aim story sharing and experiential 
learning were encouraged.

Undergraduates often have difficulty seeing the big picture and making 
connections across the disciplines. In the case of the undergraduate author, 
a premed, cognitive science major and participant in the course, the weekly 
course meetings, along with sessions with elders, proved to be a rare oppor-
tunity to bring together wisdom and insight from various disciplines into one 
course experience. For example, she found herself making connections 
between this course and her bioethics class as well as her experience as 
a musician. By the end of the course her focus had shifted from a narrower 
focus on the neurosciences to a broader interest in public health.

An emeritus professor of astronomy and current resident at the senior 
residence, was an enthusiastic participant in each of the five sessions held at 
that site In the session “Nature/society,” he recounted how he had made 
several trips to the mountains to use a large telescope for astronomical 
observations. Interestingly, his most vivid memories of those times were not 
about the astronomical work, but rather the scent of the Digger Pine trees and 
the sound of the wind blowing through them. The final session on the topic of 
“Spirited Citizenship” involved a discussion of career paths and reflection on 
the next steps. This discussion led the former professor to begin volunteering 
at a school, where he now enjoys tutoring 7th and 8th grade students in math.

One co-director of the course, was in the midst of his neurology resident 
training at the time of the course was offered. These sessions were an oppor-
tunity to spend time with neighbors and gain a renewed perspective of the 
broader life experience of the community at a time when most trainees at his 
level develop very specific career interests. This course ultimately influenced 
Nic’s decision to pursue a neurology practice with an emphasis on generalism, 
breadth of thought, and sustainable service to his local community.

The course was also very personal for course co-director, as the course took 
a trajectory similar to that of his own career, starting with a focus on the basic 
and clinical neurosciences and then shifting to the issues of public health, 
environmental ethics, digital technologies, and citizenship. In order to explore 
the relationship between nature and society further he actually enrolled the 
next semester as a graduate student in anthropology and designed a course of 
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Multispecies Anthropology (to build on his interest in the relationships 
between forests and civilization) with field work at a major university in the 
United Kingdom and in India. The Wising up course also supported 
a proposal to establish intergenerative, transdisciplinary professors of the 
future at his university. For all the authors the course broadened horizons 
and influenced their thinking about career and/or life goals.

Unique features

The course was unique because of the combined intergenerational and trans-
disciplinary experiential nature. The design process was evolving and partici-
patory. The outcomes were more subjective than objective and involved both 
individuals and organizations. Storytelling and relationship building were key.
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