
Our goal is to transform a classic cultural studies course on “Vienna 1900” into an interdisciplinary 
exploration of the history of the city. Using a digital interface as an interactive learning tool, we add 
a crucial visual component to the course and make explicit the connections between urban space 
and the intellectual activity that took place in it. Teams of students from different disciplinary back-
grounds work together on an enhanced historical map of the city. The students research and create 
3D models of particularly important spaces, from public squares to cafe interiors, reconstructing the 
networks of intellectual and artistic activity grounded in these spaces. In an effort to reconstruct the 
dialogue among the arts and the cultural debate of this key moment in the passage to modernism, 
the students create and expand a growing collection of records, photos, archival materials, as well 
as artwork, music and other media. The interactive map helps us collect data on student activities 
and explorations. In the long term, we expect it to become a public digital humanities artifact, as 
well as a tool that other educators can utilize. 

For each iteration of 
the course, we will 
add new 3D mod-
eled spaces as well 
as new collections 
of media material to 
the map. As the 
map grows, we en-
vision extending the 
collaboration to 
other university 
classes, within or 
outside Carnegie 
Mellon University. 
The long-term goal 
is for the map to 
become an interac-
tive repository, open 
to the general 
public, with an edu-
cational mission 
beyond the class-
room.

Using the interactive map as a data 
collection tool, we track student activ-
ities, time on task, and degree of en-
gagement, thereby gathering import-
ant information regarding the extent 
of students’ research motivation. 
Weekly blog entries provide us with 
insights into students’ learning prog-
ress, thus making qualitative content 
analysis possible. For example, we 
try to assess where students become 
aware of connections among differ-
ent disciplines and how they explore 
these connections in their research. 
Since interdisciplinary collaboration 
is another key component of the 
class, we are in the process of ob-
serving student behavior within their 
respective teams. We also evaluate 
whether collaboration in groups does 
indeed lead to enhanced learning, 
and see whether students will benefit 
from the interdisciplinary approach in 
their written assignments.  

Our approach is heavily 
rooted in project-based 
learning models that are 
especially promising for 
technology-enhanced 
learning. As Novak and 
Kajcik (2004) point out, 
technology in connec-
tion with project-based 
learning can facilitate 
the visualization of 
course content, help in 
collecting information, 
allow for student collab-
oration, and encourage 
the development of mul-
timedia documents all 
important aspects of our 
“Vienna 1900” project. 
By working with a proj-
ect-based learning ap-
proach, we foster struc-
tured student-collabora-
tion and deep learning 
throughout the entire 
course. 

In order to reconstruct the aforemen-
tioned buildings as 3D models, students 
have to engage in extensive research to 
familiarize themselves with their respec-
tive features and with the meaning they 
convey about Viennese society at large. 
Students from different academic fields 
need to collaborate in groups to arrive at 
a well-rounded analysis that takes all 
features of the respective buildings into 
consideration. According to Blumenfeld, 
et al. (1996), “learners develop under-
standings of principles and ideas 
through sharing, using, and debating 
ideas with others.” When students are 
encouraged to go beyond their respec-
tive academic fields and immerse them-
selves in new subjects, they become 
both mentors and mentees, enriching 
each other with their discipline-specific 
approaches while at the same time en-
countering new knowledge from their 
fellow classmates. 

Research has repeatedly shown that in order for 
deep learning to occur, students need to be highly 
motivated and show a sustained interest in the sub-
ject matter (Winne & Marx, 1989; Pintrich & De 
Groot, 1990; Pokay & Blumenfeld, 1990). To cultivate 
deep learning, we increased students’ agency in 
their research process, which is being conducted 
within interdisciplinary student groups. In these 
groups, students create 3D models of buildings as 
they appeared in Vienna at the turn of the 20th cen-
tury, e.g., the coffeehouse Griensteidl and the Seces-
sion Building. They research the architecture to un-
derstand the differences between traditional and 
modern building philosophies, read architectural 
theory to appreciate the broader intellectual context, 
and craft dialogues between important writers and 
artists to evaluate the role they played in the intellec-
tual debate and their place in the “social networks” 
of the city. First and foremost, our goal is for stu-
dents to explore the interconnections between the 
spatial layout of a room, a building, or a public space 
and the multi-layered cultural debates that shaped 
Viennese society in its drive for modernization. 
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