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This project was funded by the Australian Technology Network (ATN) 
of universities. The partner universities were Curtin University (lead), 
University of South Australia, RMIT University and University of 
Technology Sydney.

The aim of the project is to build university 
and industry staff capability to integrated 
interdisciplinary project-based learning into 
work-integrated learning (WIL) experiences. 
Quality interdisciplinary project-based 
WIL opportunities will enhance student 
employability skills for the 21st century 
world of work. The three core elements of 
this project — interdisciplinary learning, 

project-based learning and WIL — are key 
priorities across the tertiary education sector 
as they provide students with opportunities 
to develop employability capabilities in the 
domains of cognition (e.g. critical thinking, 
problem solving, creativity), intrapersonal 
(e.g. flexibility, grit, metacognition), 
and interpersonal (e.g. communication, 
teamwork, collaboration).

Project 
background
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Through a range of pilot projects, focus 
groups and surveys at each partner 
university, the project’s deliverables, 
included:

• A ‘good practice guide’ for designing, 
implementing and evaluating project-
based interdisciplinary WIL.

• A project website to house and showcase 
resources such as the good practice 
guide, pilot case studies and testimonials 
from university and industry staff and 
students who have engaged in the 
project. 

Key 
deliverables
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Planning workshops were conducted at 
each partner university to develop potential 
interdisciplinary industry partnered WIL 
projects.

Where feasible, these workshops included 
university staff, industry/community partners 
and students. These events focused on 
suggestions for interdisciplinary projects, 
how these would be negotiated and 
assessed, and the process for generating 
future project ideas. 

Pilot projects were implemented at the 
four partner universities covering an array 
of disciplines (health, STEM, humanities 
and business) and delivery modes. Data 
collected from industry partners, university 
staff and students are currently being 
analysed. 

What have we 
done so far?
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Curtin University
Staff and students from Curtin University 
worked collaboratively on a WIL industry-
based project with Lab Tests Online 
Australia (LTOAU). The students led the 
development of several deliverables for 
LTOAU including a social media marketing 
plan, assessment of the LTOAU website and 
recommendations for changes to enhance 
the consumer experience. Students also 
undertook analysis of the terminology used 
on the website, assessment of consumers’ 
comprehension, and analysis of qualitative 
and quantitative data to understand 
consumers’ behaviours and attitudes. This 
culminated in a series of recommendations 
for LTOAU to improve their interface with 
consumers. The combined expertise of 
students from marketing, media, and data 
science disciplines was integral to the 
success of the project.

RMIT University
The RMIT pilot brought together students 
from human resources, marketing and 
accounting disciplines in the Future of 
Work unit. This course involved research 
and development of project reports and 
recommendations for three different industry 
and community partners. A Partnered 
Project Planning Workshop initiated the 
collaborative process to negotiate and 
design the project briefs, overarching 
learning goals, benefits and proposed 
outcomes of the projects. The workshop 
included students who had recently 
completed the unit, industry/community 
partners and academic staff involved 
in teaching the Future of Work unit. The 
industry/community partners included: the 
National Tertiary Education Union, Victoria, 
JobCo, a not-for-profit, community-based 
disability service with a focus on assisting 
people with mental health issues on their 
recovery journey, and Specialisterne, a 
global organisation that specialises in 
working with employers who are seeking to 
diversity their workforce and assisting them 
to recruit talented autistic individuals with 
suitable skills. 

Over a six week period, students 
completing this capstone elective worked 
in interdisciplinary teams to investigate 
future work trends and prepare a report and 
comprehensive recommendations around 
a real industry problem. The ‘Predicting the 
future of work – industry challenge’ included 
a hackathon group pitch approach where 
students defined and refined their industry 
research problem and presented their 
approach to the industry partners.

Pilot 
studies
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University of South Australia
The UniSA pilot brought together students 
from communication, marketing and 
digital media to develop a social media 
campaign for an industry client. Over a 
10 week study period, the students co-
designed and developed an industry 
standard communication plan complete 
with campaign prototypes. The South 
Australian Department for Innovation and 
Skills supported the pilot and provided the 
campaign challenge to increase Apprentice 
and Trainee participation. The Department 
provided the students with market research 
and campaign feedback. 

UniSA Match Studio’s design thinking 
methodology was employed to support 
student’s interdisciplinary learning and 
problem-based approach. This enables 
students to not only focus on applying 
their disciplinary knowledge and skills in 
developing solutions to the client challenge, 
but also to develop transferable skills that 
will be critical in workplaces of the future.

The pilot was delivered online and was 
supported by inbuilt pedagogical tools, such 
as GoogleDocs and discussion forums that 
enhanced opportunities for collaborative 
learning, and an online tutor who provided 
oversight and individualised feedback on 
developing campaigns.

University of Technology Sydney
Dr Jeri Childers and Ann Schoefer, 
supported by research assistant Louisa 
Luong, collaborated with staff, students 
and industry partners involved in the UTS 
Engineering and IT Summer Studio. Over 
six weeks, and within a learning community 
of up to 18 multidisciplinary, project-based 
studios, students engaged with team 
members using design thinking methods 
and a variety of technologies to solve 
complex, real-world problems.
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Benefits for 
industry
The industry and community partners 
benefited in numerous ways from their 
collaboration and involvement in the 
interdisciplinary project-based WIL projects. 
The benefits included:

• Industry partners developed closer links 
between themselves and the universities, 
which may lead to further collaborations 
in the areas of education and research.

• Access to new thinking, creative input 
from students, new processes and 
technologies and potential identification 
of future talent.

• Industry partners having the opportunity 
to influence the education of the future 
workface including the enhancement of 
graduate employability skills (e.g. complex 
problem solving, project management, 
self-management, communication and 
teamwork skills) which have been shown 
to emerge from interdisciplinary project-
based learning. 

• Completion of short projects which 
addressed real issues of concern 
that benefited from interdisciplinary 
collaboration. 

The following quote is indicative of industry 
feedback on the project process from their 
perspective:

“The way I understand it is that 
it's not just one discipline working 

in a silo essentially... So, it's all 
linked, [in a] real life workplace. 

So why wouldn't it be linked when 
you're at uni? So, it really made 
a lot of sense to me and it was 
such a good project to see how 
the different groups would work 
together because that's how it is 
when we work in an operational 

environment". 

(Industry Representative)
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Benefits for 
students
For many of the students, this was the 
first time they had completed authentic 
industry projects with students from other 
disciplines. Early analysis of data highlights 
the following benefits:

• Working in interdisciplinary teams on 
real projects enhanced their research, 
critical thinking, communication, project 
management and problem-solving skills.

• Increased awareness of the importance of 
peer-to-peer collaborative learning when 
challenged with managing and resolving 
real work challenges.

• Gaining a competitive edge through 
industry engagement and networking 
with stakeholders and development of 
real work capabilities.

• An increased sense of confidence and 
gratitude for the opportunity to partake in 
the project.

The following two quotes are indicative of 
student feedback on the learning experience 
from their perspective:

"When I was going into it, I had 
absolutely no idea what I was 

up for. I was like oh yeah, this is 
a great opportunity, I'll take it 
on board and learn something 

new, kind of thing … So working 
collaboratively within the team, 
facing the challenges together, 
overcoming the challenges and 

everything like that was really cool. 
It was good to have different skill 
sets and work within one project.” 

(2nd Year Student)

“Well they're doing stuff that they will 
do in real life. They're going to come 

out of there with an understanding of 
how a team brings a project together. 

And also, the opportunity they get 
with networking and meeting people 

who are doing the jobs that they 
want to do in the future.”

(Industry Representative)

"My experience is you don't really use 
your theory that often, you use your 
real experience to guide you through 
the workplace. I think the employees 

will have a bit more confidence in 
hiring graduates as well."

(Industry Representative)

"Having a group and having to deal 
with problems that is presented 

by a company, like a real life 
company, gave us a good insight 
into the details on what we would 

expect when we are facing a 
problem in real life. Especially like 
transformation issues within the 
company. So, and how all these 

little details can impact and what 
to look for, especially like looking 
at theories and everything. Like 

one person would present an idea 
and the other would add on it to 

make it more practical, real or more 
relevant to Australia for example.”

(3rd Year Student)
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Benefits for 
university staff

“We can find ourselves in a 
little bit of an academic bubble 
sometimes. And not all of us are 
going to go on and have careers 
in academia. So, I think it's really 
important to actually take that 

step back and look at what others 
actually need. That's where 

industry comes in…to say these 
are the kinds of problems that 

we face every day that we need 
you guys to help us solve. These 
are the kinds of skills that we're 
looking for. These are the kinds 

of tools that we would like people 
coming out of universities to have, 

that we can then hire and then 
mould, and you can develop your 

own careers.”

(University Staff Member)

University staff also reported benefits from 
participating in the interdiscipliary project-
based WIL pilots, including:

• Engagement with industry and 
community partners through building and 
maintaining relationships.

• Opportunity to redesign curriculum to 
embed real-world learning and authentic 
assessment activities that motivate 
students and enable progressive skill 
development.

• Enhanced collaboration with colleagues 
from other disciplines.

• Opportunities to be the ‘guide on the 
side’ and take a greater role in facilitating 
student learning and not ‘telling’.

• Engaging in and reflecting on 
interdisciplinary learning as a value-add 
pedagogical approach and learning how 
to drive inquiry project-based learning.
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Early analysis of student, industry and 
university staff data has highlighted 
numerous key challenges and enablers for 
designing and implementing interdisciplinary 
project-based WIL.

Enablers of implementing 
interdisciplinary project-based 
WIL
• Establishing clear, realistic and explicit 

expectations of what will be delivered 
and the roles and responsibilities of all 
stakeholders.

• Leadership support for flexible curriculum 
and allocation of resources.

• Keen industry and community partners 
who are willing to partner with 
institutions in various ways.

• Proactive and engaged students who 
are prepared to try something new and 
challenge themselves.

Challenges of implementing 
interdisciplinary project-based 
WIL
• Developing interdisciplinary project 

teams as many students like to study 
with students from the same discipline or 
those students that they’ve worked with 
previously.

• Clarifying scope and expectations 
of industry and community projects 
that would achieve both the desired 
educational learning outcomes and the 
partners’ expectations.

• Logistical operations for the planning 
workshops and ongoing engagement 
between students and industry partners.

• Resourcing and staff capability to engage 
with all stakeholders to create and 
manage interdisciplinary WIL projects.

• Identifying and mitigating risks.

• Ethical considerations including 
confidentiality and intellectual property.

Next steps for this project
• Continue to analyse the data from 

students, industry partners and university 
staff to inform the development of the 
good practice guide, case studies, website 
and resources.

• Disseminate findings through various 
activities including webinars, conference 
presentations and papers.

Initial 
findings

GET INVOLVED
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For further information 
Visit the project website www.multisectorprojects.com

http://www.multisectorprojects.com

