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Slide 1: Beyond the LMS
On the slide
1. Aura Farming for Belonging and Agency
1. Dr Dmitry Zavialov
1. Learning Designer, Skills Institute
1. Auckland, Aotearoa New Zealand
1. ADCET UDL Symposium 2026
1. University of Tasmania, Hobart  |  24–26 June 2026
Narration
Welcome everyone, both in the room and joining online. My name is Dr Dmitry Zavialov, and I am a Learning Designer at Skills Institute in Auckland, New Zealand. Today I want to share a story about what happens when we design for belonging and agency beyond the learning management system.
Slide 2: Let Us Start With a Question
On the slide
1. How confident are you in designing intentional peer connection activities for your learners?
1. Take Part
3. In the room
3. Scan the QR code on screen
3. Joining online
3. Use the link in the chat
1. Scale:
4. 1 (Not yet)
4. 2
4. 3
4. 4
4. 5 (Very confident)
Narration
I launch the Mentimeter poll. I display the QR code and share the link in the online chat. I give participants about 60 seconds to respond. I comment briefly on the spread of results.
Slide 3: The Loneliness Gap
On the slide
1. Curriculum and the LMS rarely cover the spaces in between.
1. 870,000
6. excess deaths every year
6. attributed to loneliness
6. World Health Organisation
1. International students
7. without local networks of support
1. Quiet attenders
8. in class but never connected
1. Curriculum delivery
9. without a felt sense of belonging
Narration
Learning design in higher education and VET typically focuses on curriculum, assessment, and the LMS. Yet many learners, especially international students, experience a loneliness gap that undermines engagement, wellbeing, and participation. The WHO statistic is from their 2023 Commission on Social Connection.
Slide 4: Why Design for Connection?
On the slide
1. Two philosophical anchors for social learning
1. Aristotle
1. Learning is inherently social.
12. We learn through participation in shared life, in the polis where character is formed.
12. Design implication
12. Make space for shared experience, not solitary completion.
1. Habermas
1. Reasoning needs fair dialogue.
14. Without equitable participation, the conclusions are skewed by who was missing.
14. Design implication
14. Design entry conditions so every voice can take part.
Narration
Two philosophical traditions ground this work. Aristotle teaches that learning is social: we form character through participation in community life, not through isolated study. Habermas adds that productive dialogue requires fair conditions. If some voices are systematically excluded, the reasoning that emerges is incomplete. Both push us towards designing the conditions for connection, not just the content of curriculum.
Slide 5: A Heutagogical Progression
On the slide
1. From structured support to growing autonomy and independent practice
1. Pedagogy
16. Structured Foundations
16. Facilitator-led activities. Buddy Trios assigned. Norms established.
1. Andragogy
17. Growing Autonomy
17. Learner-chosen teams. Self-directed topics. Peer facilitation.
1. Heutagogy
18. Independent Practice
18. Learners initiate connection. Skills transfer to the workplace.
Narration
At Skills Institute we pair social learning philosophy with a heutagogical progression. In early weeks, activities are structured and facilitator-led: we assign Buddy Trios, establish norms, and build safety. As the semester progresses, learners take more ownership. By the end, they are initiating their own connection and transferring the skills to placement and workplace settings. Visual: three stage cards moving left to right with coral arrows between them.
Slide 6: Skills Connect
On the slide
1. A learner connection and employability initiative
1. 7 fortnightly activities
1. 14 week semester
1. 3 degree programmes
1. 90 minutes per session
1. Voluntary, non-credit-bearing. Open across Applied Business Management, Digital Technology, and Culinary Arts.
Narration
Skills Connect is a structured, non-credit-bearing initiative designed to support learner engagement, belonging, and employability behaviours. Seven activities across one semester, open to learners from Applied Business Management, Digital Technology, and Culinary Arts. Participation is voluntary. The numbers speak for themselves; do not linger.
Slide 7: The Model in Practice
On the slide
1. Seven activities across the semester
1. Wk 1: Welcome
26. Connect
1. Wk 3: Walk and
27. Talk
1. Wk 5: Kiwi
28. Quiz Night
1. Wk 7: Presentation
29. Challenge
1. Wk 9: Professional
30. Presence
1. Wk 11: Aotearoa
31. Film Night
1. Wk 13: Board Games
32. Night
Narration
Here is the semester at a glance. Seven fortnightly activities, each 90 minutes. Note the progression: early activities are structured, later ones give learners more agency. Walk and Talk in week 3 is a format I also run as a community mental health practice. I highlight Walk and Talk, the Quiz, and the Film Screening.
Activity descriptions for reference:
Wk 1 Welcome Connect: structured introductions, Buddy Trio set-up, te reo Maori greetings, pepeha prompts.
Wk 3 Walk and Talk: guided walk with timed pair rotations using prompt cards.
Wk 5 Kiwi Quiz Night: team quiz on geography, culture, everyday skills, and safety pathways.
Wk 7 Presentation Challenge: movie debate with humour, persuasion, and respectful disagreement.
Wk 9 Professional Presence: light-hearted dress code activity with industry expectations debrief.
Wk 11 Aotearoa Film Night: iconic NZ film with discussion prompts and Kiwi kai tasting.
Wk 13 Board Games Night: low-key rotations with Buddy Trios hosting tables.
Visual: seven labelled cards on two rows, week labels in navy badges with gold text.
Slide 8: Buddy Trios and Walk and Talk
On the slide
1. Two signature elements of the model
1. Buddy Trios
1. Groups of three
35. Continuity across the semester.
35. Why three, not two?
35. If one is absent, two still connect.
35. Trios introduce natural diversity of perspective.
1. Walk and Talk
1. Side-by-side, not face-to-face
37. Lowers social anxiety. Eye contact is optional.
37. How it runs
37. Guided route. Timed pair rotations.
37. Prompt cards from philosophy and civic life.
Narration
Two signature elements. Buddy Trios provide continuity: groups of three because if one person is absent, two still have each other. Walk and Talk is a format I originally developed for a community mental health initiative in Auckland. Participants walk side by side rather than sit face to face, which lowers social anxiety. Pairs rotate every few minutes, and prompt cards keep conversation flowing.
Slide 9: Walk and Talk Meetup
On the slide
1. Walk & Talk event at Cornwall Park
38. Auckland, April 26, 2026
1. Screenshot of Walk&Talk Meetup page
Narration
Walk and Talk is based on a community project I have run since 2024 (https://www.walkandtalk.org.nz/). This is where the model comes from in practice, not a classroom activity invented for a conference. The left image shows a Walk and Talk event at Cornwall Park in Auckland on 26 April 2026, with participants walking and talking together outdoors. The right image is a screenshot of the Walk and Talk Meetup page, which is how people discover and join the sessions. For anyone who cannot see the screen, I describe both images briefly as I speak. The key point is that the same low-barrier, side-by-side format transfers directly into a programme setting, which is exactly what Skills Connect does.
Slide 10: What is Aura Farming?
On the slide
1. Cultivating distinctive presence and professional energy through everyday practice
1. Authentic Presence
41. Showing up as yourself, not a role
1. Empathy
42. Listening for what is underneath
1. Resilience
43. Staying with discomfort and ambiguity
1. Ethical Judgement
44. Making principled everyday choices
1. Reflective Practice
45. Noticing growth and adjusting course
1. Courageous Leadership
46. Initiating and inviting others in
Narration
Aura farming is the term I have been developing to describe what we observe in these peer interactions. It is the cultivation of a learner's distinctive presence and professional energy. These micro-practices happen alongside and through the Skills Connect activities. They are quietly reshaping how learners show up for one another, for industry placement, and for themselves. Visual: two rows of three cards, each with a navy heading and a short description.
Slide 11: Aura Farming in the Wild
On the slide
This slide shows a short video clip, “Kid Aura Farming on Boat” (source: YouTube). It has background music and no speech. A full description of the clip is given in the narration below.
Narration
Play the video on click. It runs for about thirty seconds with background music and no speech.
Audio description for anyone who cannot see the screen: a young boy stands at the front of a long, narrow racing boat as it moves across the water during a festival. He wears traditional black Minang dress and a tall pointed hat, with sunglasses. While rowers paddle behind him, he holds a calm, confident pose and moves his arms in slow, deliberate sweeps, unbothered by the motion of the boat. This is the viral clip that became known as aura farming, and it is where the term I use comes from.
Framing: I show this because it captures the idea better than any definition. Aura farming is that quality of grounded, distinctive presence. The point for our context is that presence of this kind can be cultivated deliberately through the practices on the previous slide, rather than left to chance. After the clip, I return to how Skills Connect builds these everyday micro-practices.
Slide 12: Aligned with UDL Guidelines 3.0
On the slide
1. Three guidelines anchor the design
1. Nurture Joy and Play
48. Activities are designed to be enjoyed. Quiz nights, films, board games.
1. Foster Collaboration and Community
49. Buddy Trios and rotations give every learner a way in.
1. Address Biases, Threats, and Distractions
50. Clear norms, low-stakes options, multiple modes of participation.
Narration
The design maps directly onto UDL Guidelines 3.0. First, nurturing joy and play: activities are genuinely fun. Second, fostering collaboration and community: the structures create pathways into authentic connection. Third, addressing biases, threats, and distractions: clear norms, low-stakes participation options, and multiple modes of communication. Each design feature ties to a specific UDL guideline.
Slide 13: Reflection Pause
On the slide
1. Five minutes. Both rooms.
1. Which element of this model could work in your context, and what would you need to adapt?
1. In the Room
53. Turn to your neighbour.
53. 90-second paired exchange.
1. Joining Online
54. Share via the chat.
54. Or post on the Padlet board.
Narration
This is the interactive reflection segment (5 minutes). I invite in-person participants to turn to their neighbour for a 90-second paired exchange on this prompt. I simultaneously direct online participants to the chat or Padlet. After 90 seconds, I surface two or three contributions from each channel. This is the most important facilitation moment of the session.
Slide 14: Impact Evidence
On the slide
1. How do we know it is working? Four evidence streams.
1. 1: Attendance Tracking
56. Sign-in and headcount at every event
1. 2: Repeat Attendance
57. Proportion returning for later events
1. 3: Pulse Surveys
58. Belonging, confidence, perceived value
1. 4: Facilitator Observations
59. Punctuality, teamwork, initiative
Narration
Impact is monitored through four channels. First, attendance tracking. Second, repeat attendance, a strong proxy for perceived value. Third, pulse surveys: short, low-barrier surveys on belonging and confidence. Fourth, facilitator observations of employability behaviours.
Slide 15: Continuous Improvement Cycle
On the slide
1. Reviewed each semester with programme teams
1. 1: Design
61. Activities and materials
1. 2: Deliver
62. Run and observe sessions
1. 3: Collect
63. Evidence from four streams
1. 4: Refine
64. Adjust based on findings
1. Activities, resourcing, and communications are refined based on evidence.
Narration
This is not a set-and-forget programme. Each semester, findings from the four evidence streams are reviewed with programme teams and support staff. Activities, resourcing, and communications are refined based on what we learn. The cycle ensures the initiative stays responsive to learner needs and institutional context. Visual: four numbered stages connected by coral arrows.
Slide 16: Your Blueprint
On the slide
1. Take this away and adapt it for your own context
1. 1: Heutagogical progression: structured to autonomy to independent
1. 2: Buddy Trios: groups of three with continuity
1. 3: Walk and Talk: side-by-side rotations with prompts
1. 4: Aura farming practices: six micro-practices for presence
1. 5: Impact monitoring: four streams plus a review cycle
1. Download
1. the blueprint
Narration
I direct participants to the downloadable blueprint. This is a one-page resource summarising the entire model. The participants can scan the QR code or use the link. I emphasise that it is designed to be adapted: 'Take the elements that work for your context. You do not need to implement everything at once. Start with one activity and one cohort.'
Slide 17: Thank You
On the slide
1. Questions from the room and online
1. Dr Dmitry Zavialov
75. Learning Designer, Skills Institute
75. Auckland, Aotearoa New Zealand
Narration
I thank the audience. Open Q&A: alternate between in-room and online questions. If a chat monitor is available, I invite them to read the first online question. I close by returning to the Mentimeter poll if time permits: 'Before you leave, take 10 seconds to answer that same confidence question again. Let us see if anything has shifted.'
