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The Xceptional Learning Experiences 
(XLE) Framework
Consisting of a framework of three pillars, XLE draws inspiration from the complex 
fields of practice and environments that our students are moving into and shapes 
how we think about formal and informal learning experiences at AUT. 

Connecting students with 
industry/professions/

community/iwi through 
a range of internships, 

practicums, work 
integrated learning, 

inquiry and research

Immersing students in  
inter-disciplinary/bi-
cultural/inter-cultural  
ways of knowing, doing  
and being that focus on 
problem-framing and 
collaboration

Evidencing student 
learning that matters 

outside the classroom 
and equipping our 

students for learning 
beyond the university

Work & Social 
Connection

Interdisciplinary 
Collaboration 

Authentic 
Assessment 

Work & Social Connection
The Work & Social Connection pillar ensures that the learning experience for 
our students is informed by (and informs) the communities and environments 
that shape our lives, and that our curriculum designs are relevant to the current 
needs of our communities, here in Aotearoa New Zealand and globally. It sets 
the scene for authentic, relational and inclusive interdisciplinary collaboration 
and informs the design of authentic assessment tasks.  

Such connections can provide opportunities to build student’s confidence in 
professional practice and for students to gain a greater appreciation of the 
importance of employability skills and secondly, through the development of 
skills such as teamwork, professional judgement, communication, and problem 
solving (Rowe & Zegwaard, 2017).

So, what are we talking about?
Work and social connection is about seeing the University as being part of a 
wider community.  We can consider tangible and intangible connections with the 
wider community through a range of authentic learning experiences.  It helps to 
establish an open bridge between learning and work. This allows for us to design 
learning experiences that ensure our graduates are ‘world ready’ and prepared to 
actively engage in the dynamics of the changing workplace. 

A two-way exchange between the University and the community can bring any 
number of benefits, the presence of the community on campus — be it through 
research partnerships, knowledge exchanges, or social and cultural activities — as 
part of the life of the university, enriches the student experience, informs research 
questions and broadens the range of perspectives considered (Bird, 2018).



Work and social connection can:

• connect our curriculum with students’ future endeavours; providing relevant 
and meaningful learning experiences

• introduce students to workplace culture and assist in the transitioning from 
formal learning to work

• develop a reflective working practice

• enhance employability

• provide connections with iwi, hapu and whānau

(Brown, 2010)

Why work & social connection?
AUT Directions notes that, our programmes will be ‘high quality, relevant and 
supported with effective learning and teaching services, offering students a 
rich educational experience on campus and in industry, community and field 
settings here and overseas’.  Many AUT programmes have an established range 
of internships, practicums and work-integrated learning; collaboration and 
partnership underpin everything that we do. Our partnerships help us produce 
great graduates and turn research into commercial and community outcomes.

As well as programmes with formalised student internships and placements, more 
informal work and social connections can be usefully made to help strengthen and 
inform the authenticity of the student learning experience.   

More informal work and social connections might include, establishing and 
maintaining relationships with local government representatives, iwi, schools, 
sporting, cultural and special interest groups and businesses. These relationships 
may develop into sustained advisory type roles or they may be just for the duration 
of a particular project. 

How do we design for Work & Society Connection?
Our top 5 considerations to get you started:

1. Invite stakeholders to provide advice sessions for real world assessment, for 
example, on the use of industry requirements.

2. Get a relevant external party to offer a real world problem for all of your 
students to work with (i.e. we have this problem, can you help us solve 
it?) with a commitment to adopt the solution that they assess to be most 
appropriate.

3. Pair up groups of students with a client or group to work with in a live 
situation so that each group has a slightly different issue to work with.

4. Invite stakeholders to provide formative feedback to students as they 
progress in the assessment task. Students can then show how they used 
this valuable input in their final assessment. This could be through a lunch 
time mini-conference, through a one page summary or through a panel 
discussion.

5. Require students to showcase their final assessment ideas at an exhibition 
event to gain feedback and consider offering prizes for different aspects of 
the assessment performance. This type of event can also work to connect 
students and employers.
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Interdisciplinary Collaboration 
The Interdisciplinary Collaboration pillar recognises that our graduates will 
work in diverse teams to explore and develop creative approaches to the 
complex problems and issues that they will face in the workplace and the wider 
community. 

This pillar also celebrates the different approaches to knowing, doing and 
being that underpin our relationships within and across our society, cultures, 
disciplines and learning spaces.

There is growing evidence that students benefit from engaging in collaborative 
and dialogic enquiry, whereby each individual’s prior assumptions are 
challenged through interaction with others as well as with the object of study 
(Fung, 2017).

So, what are we talking about?
The Interdisciplinary Collaboration pillar encourages us to consider how we 
connect with each other across the disciplines. This might be the bringing 
together of different schools of thought, professions or technologies in the pursuit 
or a common task (such as a research project). It allows for coverage of a broad 
range of subjects necessary for developing a breadth of understanding needed 
to solve many real life - wicked – problems (Bruine de Bruin & Granger Morgan, 
2019). 

A culture of interdisciplinary collaboration at our University might include:

• normalising small changes in our practices of knowledge formation - 
lecturers could encourage students to work in teams comprising students 
from different disciplinary backgrounds

• inviting guest lecturers from varied backgrounds who could open up 
students’ perspectives - programmes could also provide incentives for 
students from diverse disciplines to participate in collaborative projects, like 
research, campaigning or community development

• pushing the boundaries of disciplines through a focus on global issues, a 
familiarisation with different approaches and an attempt to look at issues 
from a variety of worldviews (Nastiti, 2016)

• considering how we create spaces in which biculturalism and 
interculturalism are acknowledged and valued

Why interdisciplinary collaboration? 
AUT Directions notes that we ‘will challenge students to become inquiring and 
agile thinkers and communicators with a broad understanding of their world, 
looking at issues in ways that transcend disciplines’.  

Interdisciplinary collaboration approaches allow students to experience learning 
that focuses on problem-framing and collaboration. Often this type of learning 
experience is described as being authentic with relationships at the centre 
(staff-student, student-student, staff-staff, industry-student-staff, iwi-staff etc.).  
Additional benefits include increasing our students’ sense of belonging through 
inclusive approaches.

This pillar draws upon relationships with the wider community (work and social 
connection), and it helps to create the learning experiences that will set the scene 
for authentic assessment.



How do we design for interdisciplinary  
collaboration?
In your learning spaces you can think about creating experiences that are mindful 
of inter-culturalism and bi-culturalism, as well as interdisciplinary approaches 
to tasks. While some of this will be structural (a student’s ability to select 
interdisciplinary options) much of this can be done within your own curriculum 
designing.

Our top 5 considerations to get you started:

1. Be attentive to cultivating relationships. 

2. Keep an eye on the external environments related to your discipline.

3. Look for inspiration for examples and activities from the community. 

4. Design learning and assessment tasks that require genuine collaboration. 

5. Design assessment tasks that are grounded in community/industry  issues 
and negotiate learning outcomes and assessment strategies with all 
stakeholders, including students.
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Authentic Assessment
AT AUT we are challenging ourselves to design assessments that are authentic. 
Assessment tasks, whether assignments or controlled tests and exams, that 
reflect the kinds of tasks or practices that our students will be doing in the 
workplace and in the community. As Boud (1995) reminds us, ‘assessment is the 
most significant prompt for learning’. It is what students consider important and 
is at the heart of the student learning experience. 

The Authentic Assessment pillar provides a way of thinking about assessment, 
as we consider the optimum ways in which to evidence the learning experiences 
that connect with the pillars of Work & Social Connection and Interdisciplinary 
Collaboration. As with all good curriculum design, it is important that any 
assessment tasks are aligned to your learning outcomes and are supported by 
the learning activities.

So, what are we talking about?
Authenticity is understood as realism, contextualisation and problemisation when 
teaching and assessing curricular content. We draw on Benner et al, (2009) and 
Raymond et al, (2013) usual conceptualisation:

• realism is that which is linked to everyday life and work and has a direct 
relationship with the world

• contextualisation is knowledge that can be applied in an analytical and 
thoughtful way in a context – not abstract, but a particular problem and 
solution that sits in a particular context

• problematisation is when what is learned can be used to solve a problem or 
meet a need - what is it that doing this task does for ‘real’ – maybe not quite 
real but close to it

Authentic assessment therefore aims to integrate what happens in the 
classroom with work and professional practice; replicating the kinds of tasks 
and performance standards typically faced by professionals in the world of work 
(Wiggins, 1990).



Why authentic assessment?
AUT Directions notes that students ‘will gain core and transferable skills with 
which to navigate the shifting opportunities of work and enterprise and contribute 
in all aspects of their lives’. Boud and Falchikov (2007) argue that students 
who are exposed to authentic disciplinary communities, are better prepared to 
deal with ambiguity and put into practice the kind of higher order analysis and 
complex communication required of them as professionals. Authentic assessment 
streamlines the education to employment transition, better preparing students for 
the expectations of their relevant industry.  Students are able to easily identify the 
purpose and professional relevance of the assessment and consequently feel more 
confident and motivated to engage with the assigned task. Authentic assessment 
tasks provide opportunities to evidence the development of the broader 
capabilities students gain through their respective courses - including capabilities 
relating to our University’s strategic direction such as graduate profiles and values.

Authentic assessment therefore:

• contextualises learning

• aligns learning to real world practice and issues

• supports academics into thinking of the use of what they are teaching

• enables students to imagine themselves as graduates engaged in practice

• addresses some of the complex issues around academic integrity

Importantly authenticity is not only an attribute of tasks but a quality of 
educational processes that engages students in becoming more authentic. To be 
considered authentic, assessment processes should engage the whole person; 
to integrate what students know, how they act and who they are (Vu & Dall’Alba, 
2014).

How do we design for authenticity?
Our top 5 considerations to get you started:

1. Look to your industry or profession for ideas of current work practices, 
functions or typical tasks, or pertinent problems.

2. Design for real-world relevance and invite students to engage in meaningful 
and relevant ways.

3. Design the assessment with an audience in mind – the task should have 
worth beyond the classroom.

4. Build higher cognitive skills through application of knowledge and decision-
making.

5. Expose your students to a variety of tasks with different performance 
requirements and build in the experience of learning about quality, judging 
quality and seeking and receiving feedback.

A key resource: 

Masterclass on Authentic Assessment by Professor David Boud
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