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Project Abstract 
“Ways of Working Together” investigates multidisciplinary project 
based learning through an exploration of how students, academic 
staff, peak advocacy bodies and communities can collectively learn, 
work and contribute to industry and community in the area of 
designing innovative product solutions and service systems for 
diabetics.  
 
The project will involve sixty undergraduate RMIT students and eight 
staff from: Industrial Design (DSC), Electrical and Computer 
Engineering (SET), Entrepreneurship (Business) and Product Design 
(TAFE) in collaboration with industry / community partner Diabetes 
Australia – Victoria (DAV). This project will make a contribution to 
improving the daily lives of diabetics in Australia via design 
intervention. 
 
The project aims to provide students with a unique learning 
experience that highlights the interdependence of discipline specific 
knowledge and practices. The project will amplify the importance of 
learning beyond the boundaries of singular discourses facilitated 
through design projects. 
 
The initiative makes visible RMIT’s dual sector advantage and 
pathways to professional education that is community focused, 
technologically and commercially astute, and innovative in it 
approaches to education, design and business practice.  

Collaborators 

Project Leader: 
! Ass.Prof. Soumitri Varadarajan, Industrial Design, Architecture 

and Design (DSC), RMIT University 

Project Team (teaching, research and evaluation): 
! Dr Scott Mayson and Liam Fennessy, Industrial Design, 

Architecture and Design (DSC), RMIT University 
! Paul Beckett and Dr Heiko Rudolph, Electrical and Computer 

Engineering (SET), RMIT University 
! Ann Gallon, Business (Entrepreneurship), Business, RMIT 

University 
! Julian Pratt, Product Design, School of Design, RMIT TAFE 
! Helen McLean, Manager, Academic Development and Improvement, 

Portfolio Office (DSC), RMIT University 

External Partner: 
! Mr John Popper, Director (Business Development), Diabetes 

Australia – Victoria (DAV) 

Students from: 
! Bachelor of Design – Industrial Design 
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! Bachelor of Engineering – Electrical and Computer Engineering 
! Bachelor of Business – Entrepreneurship 
! Associate Diploma of Design – Product Design  

Project Description 

Aims 
The aim of this project is twofold: One, there is a desire to 
discover new ways of providing rich educational experiences for 
students by co-locating and mobilising several disciplines in a 
project that aims to contribute to a significant social and economic 
concern. Two, is the desire to position RMIT as a key player in 
finding ways of improving the lives of diabetics and making a real 
impact in the diabetes pandemic through considerate design, 
technology and business practices. 
 
Project Diabetes, this Multidisciplinary Project Based Learning 
(MDPBL) is seen as a way for undergraduate and VET students to access 
the complexity of designing viable products and service systems for 
the health sector, and a way for academic staff to approach the 
proposed ‘Design Hub’ as an incubator of learning, teaching and 
research into issues of community, economy, technology and 
sustainability. Project Diabetes also seeks to integrate the 
knowledge and skills of a range of disciplines to engender greater 
levels of cross-fertilization and engagement between students and 
staff of the university. 
 
Project Diabetes aims to initiate a more “people centred” approach to 
personal disease management through the design of products and 
service systems that consider and respond specifically to the diverse 
lifestyles of the broader diabetic community. The role of the 
researchers and students in this project is not to work towards a 
solution of the diabetes in any total sense, but to look for 
opportunities to improve the quality of people’s everyday lives. 
 
The proposed project contains the following chief aspects: 

! Establish Models for Multidisciplinary Project Based Learning: 
Design research project based Studio Model with a tailored 
methodology (ieid©) 

! Develop new Ways of Learning and Working: increased porosity of 
professional disciplines  

! Define and strengthen areas of research focus: Building Health/ 
Diabetes as a strategic initiative  

! Engage with Industry: Partnering with Diabetes Australia -
Victoria 

! Provide a ccollaborative and Co-located Environment for Design 
Teams: Sixty students and Four cultures of collaboration 

! Support mmultidisciplinary student teams, working with Industry 
and community 

! Design learning environments for Students from diverse 
disciplines to work together on Design related Projects 

! Contribute to learning-industry-research nexus 
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Background 
All of the Undergraduate programs involved in the project have 
previously worked together in some capacity, and there is a good 
understanding within each discipline of each other’s role and value 
in design. 
 
The disciplines represented share an industrial interdependence in 
the research, development, and commercialisation of products and 
service systems, especially in the case of speculative and 
entrepreneurial design activities.  
 
The Industrial Design Program has been working in the area of 
diabetes for the past year, and has developed robust links with 
Diabetes Australia – Victoria. DAV is the peak advocacy group for 
Victorian Diabetics, their carers and service providers, and 
represents some 180,000 diabetics in the state. DAV and its 
interstate chapters represent approximately 1.5 million Australian 
Diabetics.  

Significance and Innovation 
Diabetes is a significant issue of state, national, and international 
importance. Australia has approximately 800,000 diagnosed diabetics, 
with almost the same number of as yet undiagnosed suffers. There are 
estimates of 171 million diabetics globally, with figures set to rise 
exponentially.  
 
Diabetes is now widely considered a pandemic. However, the diseases 
greatest per capita frequency is in affluent societies, where 
diabetics can live with the disease for a very long time (providing 
it is well managed), and so diabetes is also a very large and captive 
market. Australian diabetics spend an approximate minimum of $2 per 
day monitoring their condition, this equates to $1.6 million per day 
nationally. Diabetes is a significant economy, and one that is on the 
increase. 
 
Current government initiatives in this field appear to be underpinned 
by a projected modelling of the pandemic and its impact on the 
lifetime cost of a diabetic to the community over their individual 
capacity to contribute to the economy. This ‘profit / loss’ scenario 
has rather cynically been termed ‘human capital’ moreover, the focus 
is still on investing in coping mechanisms to maintain traditional 
institutional ownership of the problem rather that giving diabetics 
greater control over their own disease. 
 
In the Australian context much of the work in the diabetes field sits 
as either medical or pharmaceutical management, although more 
recently the phenomenon of privatised individual case management has 
emerged in the allied health sector. This presents significant 
problems for the well being of the diabetic, as their capacities to 
manage, and the support infrastructure (Products and Service Systems) 
available are not self-determined. Proscriptive systems tend to 
benefit the ‘proscriber’ and in the case of diabetes that is rarely 
the diabetic. 
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The diabetes community is as complex, as it is incoherent; variations 
of the disease, the age and circumstance of acquisition, and the 
stage of life of the sufferer, their capacity to manage their health, 
and parallel illnesses. For some, diabetes is all they have ever 
known, for others it is an acquired and life-altering affliction of 
routine. The diabetic community extends to people with out diabetes 
(carers, family workmates). In this sense there is no real diabetic 
archetype form which to presume solutions for. 
 
It is in this complexity that design can make its greatest 
contribution, by listening to people, by proposing small solutions, 
by refining ideas into tangible and utilitarian artefacts, and by 
placing the work done in a growing discussion on people centered 
approaches to innovation. For Diabetics it is a disease that is lived 
with all of the time, and life threatening only sometimes. The focus 
of this project is to legitimise effective quotidian diabetic 
lifestyles via the design and implementation of technological and 
material support systems. From a design, business and engineering 
perspective diabetes constitutes a diverse set of complex problems to 
approach, and many opportunities to innovate in ways that are 
beneficial to the broader community. Setting diabetes as a concern of 
professional education is an important initiative, as it is a space 
where lifelong values are formulated, and ideas are transferred into 
professional practice.   

Approach 
Students will be exposed to a discourse of people centered design 
innovation as a way of building a lasting and positive impact on the 
lives of community and industry. In this environment innovation will 
be approached by a process of amplifying the voices of the diabetes 
community in order to propose small and empathetic solutions to 
everyday problems. 
 
The proposed semester long iteration of this project will involve 
student teams from multiple disciplines working concurrently in a 
collocated fashion on the same project; that is, the design, 
prototyping and proposed commercial implementation of innovative 
technological self-management devices (hardware / software product) 
and the development of a people-centered service system for diabetic 
communities. Students will also have ongoing briefing and debriefing 
sessions within their home disciplines. 
 
Industry Partner (DAV) will act as a facilitator for industry (health 
sector & manufacturers) and its community network to contribute 
expertise to the project and its learning opportunities.  
 
RMIT Business participants will: 

! Work to open up public and private sector relationships, in view 
of continued collaboration  

! To strategize the work of the project teams into commercial 
ventures via business planning. 

! Act as managers of each project team, its resource distribution, 
and outcomes 

! Manage Intellectual property of group project work 
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! Conceive branding and distribution strategies 
 

RMIT Industrial Design will: 
! Drive design research 
! Product and system performance specifications 
! Community and industry consultation  
! Product and system design  
! CAID (parametric modelling)  
! Communications design  
! User group testing 
! Project documentation 
 

RMIT Electrical and Computer Engineering will:  
! Design hardware and software solutions 
! Prototype hardware and software solutions 
! Test and refine solutions 
 

RMIT Product Design (TAFE) will: 
! Manage and carry out product prototyping visualization of design 

outcomes 
! Reproduce multiple units of product prototypes for testing 

Courses and number students 

S
E
C
T
O
R
 

P
O
R
T
F
O
L
I
O
 

P
R
O
G
R
A
M
 

C
O
U
R
S
E
 

C
O
D
E
s
 

C
O
U
R
S
E
 

N
A
M
E
 

C
R
E
D
I
T
 

P
O
I
N
T
S
 

N
U
M
B
E
R
 
O
F
 

S
T
U
D
E
N
T
S
 

GRAP 
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Design studio 
3 

24 HE DSC BDES(industrial 
Design) 

GRAP 
1051 

Technology 3 12 

20 

EEET 
2226 
 

12 

EEET 
2268 

12 

HE SET BEng (Electrical 
and Computer 
Engineering) 

EEET 
2161 

Design 
Projects 

12 

20 

HE BUSINESS BBus 
(Entrepreneurship) 

BUSM 
1319 

Corporate 
Venturing 1 

12 10 

MKTG 
5198 

Product Design 
L3 

48hrsTAFE DSC Assoc DIP Arts 
(Product design) 

VART 
5822C

Making Scale 
Models 

50hrs

10-
15 

 
Total number of students: 60 
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Project teams 
Ten teams of six students each will work together for the duration of 
the project. Each team will comprise of: 

! Two Industrial Design Students 
! Two Engineering students 
! One Entrepreneurship student 
! One Product Design student 

MDPBL Activities 
Students will engage in the following multidisciplinary project 
activities: 

! Project team design work (project management, client/stakeholder 
service/productive diversity) 

! Empathy and industry learning activities 
! Critique of bounded discipline practices 
! Appraisal of the ways in which each discipline responds to the 

context of enquiry, its outcomes, impacts and relationships. 

Learning Outcomes 
The project will result in the following learning outcomes: 

! A broadened appreciation of the value and complexity of 
Multidisciplinary approaches to learning, working and 
innovation. 

! A raised awareness and capability in design innovation 
! A deeper understanding of the potential impact of discipline 

specific knowledge when it is enacted in the company of 
affiliated professional practices 

Facilities and Resources (space) 
Building Level Facility Type 
91 1 Immersive 

Environment 
Presentation 
Scenario Development 

91 1 Haptic feedback 
device 

Empathy 
Simulation of diabetic…  

91 2 Meeting area Video conferencing 
Presentations/ briefing 
Focus group meetings 

91 3 Studio Space 
(Prime Teaching 
Site) 

Project team management 
Explore/ develop group 
multidisciplinary project work 

87 4 Industrial Design  Common design and meeting areas
 3 SET Electronic development Labs 
49 G 3D Workshop 3D Printing prototyping 
8 7 Computer and CAD CAM 

Labs 
Specialist computer labs 
Printing facilities 
CNC – CAD CAM prototyping ‘HE’ 

8 11 Computer Labs Specialist computer labs 
Printing facilities 

94 6 3d Workshop CNC – CAD CAM prototyping 
‘TAFE’ 
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Communications Strategy 
Staff, students and DAV will communicate via a dedicated project blog 
/ CMS located on an RMIT server.  
 
This will facilitate: 

! File sharing (pod casting) for participants 
! Content and learning resource distribution 
! Public and RMIT community access to the projects in process 
! Documentation and archiving of project work 
! Reflection on learning 
! Discussion 
 
The RMIT Corporate web site and its news letters will be used as a 
way of including the entire RMIT staff and student community in 
the project, via regular updates and profiles of students engaged 
in the project. 

Assessment 
Student projects will be evaluated in three ways:  

! Peer review: students preparing and presenting feedback on 
individual students (peers) 

! Reflection: students writing / recording a reflection on their 
learning experiences 

! Presentations: to a Panel made up of academic staff in 
disciplines represented, DAV, and members of the focus group 

 
Actual assessment (academic grading) of individual students will be 
based on a set of common criteria focused on the demonstration of 
learning in a multi disciplinary project based context. There will be 
a specific focus on the acquisition and articulation of soft skills. 
Soft skills are generic professional skills in inter-personal 
communications, time and resource management, Empathy and tolerance, 
listening, and working productively, and creatively, in diverse 
situations. This will be balanced against an assessment of discipline 
specific knowledge and skills form the students home program and year 
level. Demonstration of academic performance will be evidenced 
through project submissions, peer review, presentations and 
individual reflections. 

Evaluation of the project 
Learning and teaching practices will be reviewed by Helen McLean (DSC 
Portfolio), in view of RMIT’s learning and teaching strategy. This 
will be done via a mix of in situ observations and discussions with 
students and staff. The evaluation process will require application 
for, and receipt of Ethics Committee approval. 
The Evaluation will focus on: 

! Reporting on Student feedback on appropriate methods of 
assessing multidisciplinary project based learning. 

! On The role of ‘soft-skills’ acquisition as a significant 
outcome of MDPBL (interdisciplinary generic knowledge such as 
interpersonal communication, empathy, tolerance, time management 
etc) 
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! The relationships between generic knowledge and skills and their 
practice across disciplines. 

! The effect of MDPBL on discipline specific knowledge 
! Pedagogical approaches to MDPBL 

 
Academic staff will be asked to reflect and report on the ways in 
which the disciplines worked together, cultural differences between 
portfolios / programs, and relationship between industry partners. 
 
Industry Partner (DAV) to evaluate the initiative in view of their 
mission, the diabetes situation and the opportunities that the 
project opens up for its constituency. 
 
From this evaluation a summary report will be prepared and made 
vailable to the RMIT Community as a case study in MDPBL. a

 

Dissemination of outcomes 
 
The Project will disseminate its outcomes via: 

! Web Presence – RMIT Corporate web site and a dedicated Project 
Diabetes Site (Showcasing Students project work in process and 
on completion, web based discussion)   

! Stakeholder Forums (x3) 
! Research Publications (journal /conference) 
! E-publication documenting the project and its outcomes (PDF RMIT 

& DAV) 
! Film documentation of project: Working together (pod cast) 
! Project Posters 
! Exhibition of Student Work 
! External press profiles (Print media, Radio, Design press) 
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Budget 
 COSTING 

 
RMIT 
Design 
the 
Future
 

 
Portfolios 

 
Collaborating 
Organisations 

 
Other 

 
Total 

 
Source of funds 
 

 In-kind Cash In-kind   
DIRECT COSTS      
Project Team Support       
Device manufacturing 
Materials / OEM x 10 
groups of 6 persons 
@ $1500 per group 

15000 0 0 0 0 15000 

DAV @ 4 hrs x 8 
Sessions + on-costs 
(In Kind) 

0 0 0 3150 0 3150 

DAV Miscellaneous 
in-kind support 

   6000  6000 

Prototyping 
materials and 
Diabetes 
consumerables x 10 
groups @ $400 per 
group 

4000 0 0 0 0 4000 

Prototyping 3D x 10 
groups 

0 11000    11000 

Communications 
Online dedicated 
system Set-up 

1000 2000    3000 

Total Project Team 
Support 

20000 13000 0 9150 0 42150 

Publication       
Printing 2000 2000 0 0 0 4000 
Total Publication 2000 2000 0 0 0 4000 
L&T       
Evaluation 4000 0 0 0 0 4000 
Teaching relief  8000 22000 0 0 0 30000 
Total L&T  12000 22000 0 0 0 34000 
       
TOTAL DIRECT COSTS 34000 37000 0 9150 0 80150 
 

 

Requested Funding 
Funding requested from University is $ 34,000 dollars. 
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