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Glossary of Key Terms

Learning and Employment Record (LER) Technologies: An LER is any type of record or credential about 

a person’s learning or employment. LER Technologies support the digital storing, sharing, and collection 

of these records. In an LER technology, digital records of learning and work can be grouped together 

with other individual LERs for use in describing one’s abilities when pursuing education and employment 

opportunities. An LER can document learning wherever it occurs, including at the workplace or through 

an education experience, credentialing, or military training. It can also include information about employ-

ment history andearnings.

Digital (or Credential) Wallets: According to 1EdTech, digital wallets are “software apps and tools to store 

credentials, just like a physical wallet does for our identifications, credit cards, etc. These hosted creden-

tials allow learners to claim and share their credentials but not truly control them” (Coyle, 2023). This is a 

type of LER technology. 

Recognition Technologies: This is an umbrella term referring to technologies that allow learners to gain 

recognition for and share their skills with others. Micro-credentials and learning and employment record 

technologies are examples of recognition technologies.

User-Centered Design (UCD): According to the Interaction Design Foundation, user-centered design is 

an “iterative design process in which designers focus on the user and their needs in each phase of the 

design process,” utilizing various methods to ensure users are included in the design process to create 

usable and accessible products (IxDF, n.d.).

IUX Research: Inclusive user experience is a user-centered design approach that emphasizes inclusivity 

through the intentional process of creating tools that everyone can use. IUX Research involves including 

diverse communities in user research to capture various perspectives, needs, and challenges across 

demographics like race, ethnicity, gender, age, ability, and socioeconomic status.

Accessibility: Accessibility is when people with disabilities are afforded the opportunity to acquire the 

same information, engage in the same interactions, and enjoy the same services as a person without a 

disability in an equally integrated and equally effective manner, with substantially equivalent ease of use. 

This term also refers to technical practices encoded in Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act, which is a 

federal law that requires making information technology accessible to people with disabilities (Access 

Board, 1998). These practices often extend to include people who lack access, whether temporary or 

permanent, due to age, geography, socioeconomic status, and more.

Learner: Throughout this toolkit, we use the term “learner” to refer to an individual of any age who is 

actively engaged in, or has previously engaged in, learning and/or professional development. In the con-

text of this toolkit, the term “user” refers to the individual or groups who will ultimately interact with the 

product, service, or system being designed. When describing specific aspects of UCD or IUX research, we 

refer to users to stay aligned with the widely recognized and accepted definitions in the field. Otherwise, 

this toolkit refers to those who might interact with LER technologies as learners. 

https://www.1edtech.org/blog/clarifying-credentials-whats-the-difference-between-clrs-lers-and-wallets
https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/topics/user-centered-design
https://www.access-board.gov/ict/about/
https://www.access-board.gov/ict/about/
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How to Use This Toolkit

This resource builds upon existing LER toolkits, providing a resource for teams committed to incorporating 

learner voice into the design and development of LER technologies by employing inclusive IUX research 

and practices. Our goal is to equip teams with the tools that they need to effectively assess the methods 

used to design or implement LER technologies so they can be enjoyed by all learners and workers.

Who Is This Resource For?

These tools can be used by any individual or team looking to create inclusive, accessible, and equitable  

LER technologies.

How This Toolkit is Organized

1.	Start With the Basics  

Review foundational knowledge to understand the core concepts and how to apply them to IUX 

practices in designing LER technologies.

2.	Explore Guidelines and Best Practices 

Learn how to navigate the process of drawing upon multiple guidelines to align the best practices 

across IUX recommendations for LER technologies.

3.	Planning an IUX Research Project 

Intentional IUX planning ensures LER technologies are designed to be equitable and user-centered 

by developing clear goals, inclusive research methods, and collaborative processes supported by 

practical and customizable planning tools.

4.	Selecting IUX Methodologies 

Choosing the right IUX methodology for your project ensures that you are collecting the type of 

quality data needed to address your research questions and goals.

5.	Shifting Insights Into Action 

Transform your IUX insights into actionable steps, utilizing action planning templates and  

severity scales to prioritize critical issues and ensure a structured path from observation to  

responsive implementation.

What Is Not Included

This toolkit does not cover governance issues, technology systems changes, technical specifications, or 

developer guidelines. To learn more about these areas, the following resources are recommended as a 

starting point:

•	 1EdTech: Access technical standards, collaborative initiatives, and programs.

•	 Credential Engine: Access resources about credentials, qualifications, and the skills landscape.

•	 T3 Innovation Network: Access resources on data interoperability, policy, and technical infrastructure.

•	 SkillsFWD: Access resources to develop LER ecosystems that advance skills-based hiring and 

economic mobility through real-world applications.

https://www.1edtech.org/
https://credentialengine.org/
https://www.t3networkhub.org/
https://www.skillsfwd.org/
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Understanding the Value of IUX in LER Technology 

Inclusive user experience (IUX) is a user-centered design approach that centers inclusivity in creating equi-

table and accessible LER technologies. Including IUX methods and practices when developing or modifying 

LER technologies can help create digital experiences that are defined by the following qualities:

•	 Authentic: Recognizing real-world experiences

•	 Inclusive: Designed for all learners

•	 Transparent: Clear, understandable, and accessible

•	 Usable: Practical for all users

Utilizing IUX approaches in the early stage of LER technology content design and development can help 

save time and money, ensuring that the product is designed to be accessible and relevant to a diverse group 

of learners and workers from the onset. Within IUX, accessibility and inclusivity are branches of usability 

(Kohler, 2023). An accessibility mindset prioritizes creating experiences that allow learners of varying levels 

of ability to interact with the technology effectively. Employing this in the development of LER technologies 

can circumvent barriers that may arise because of visual, auditory, cognitive, emotional, and physical chal-

lenges. Likewise, an inclusivity mindset directly addresses the inclusion of learners and workers from various 

sociodemographic backgrounds to address potential barriers to their interactions with LER technologies.

IUX practices intentionally center learners throughout content development and design, which involves 

creating clear, engaging, and accessible content to meet the needs of diverse groups of learners and 

workers. In the context of LER technologies, this practice can help ensure that credentialing information 

(i.e., badges, learner information, etc.) is easily accessible, digestible, and visually consistent. Ultimately, this 

will improve learner engagement and lead to wider adoption of LER technologies. IUX practices rely upon 

feedback loops to ensure a continuous and iterative development process.

1. Start With The Basics

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/accessibility-inclusivity-study-guide/#:~:text=Additional%20Paid%20Report-,Visual%20Treatments,contrast%20with%20the%20image%20beneath.
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Best Practices For Embedding IUX In Your Project

Define Inclusivity and 
Accessibility Goals Early

Set equity and accessibility goals early 

in your LER technology project design. 

This will ensure that inclusive principles 

and priorities are layered throughout all 

stages of design. These goals should align 

with the identified needs of your intended 

learner audience.

Incorporate Research and  
User Empathy Early On

Conduct inclusive, learner-centered IUX 

research with a diverse group of learners 

and workers. Map their journeys to 

identify accessibility barriers, and use these 

insights to guide design strategy.

Test and Validate With  
Learners on an Ongoing Basis

Create early versions of your design to 

test with a diverse group of learners and 

gather feedback. An iterative process of 

design and modification will help improve 

the LER technology before sharing it with 

broader audiences.

Utilize Established 
Inclusive Design Principles

Develop and document guidelines for 

increasing the usability of LER technolo-

gies. Design principles and guidelines can 

ensure alignment across partners.

Follow up With  
Continuous Improvement

Continue to involve project partners and 

diverse communities of learners to assess 

accessibility and inclusivity routinely. 

This will allow for continued growth and 

improvement over time. 

Collaborate With a Diverse 
Project Team and Partners

Build a diverse design team, including 

those who hold different beliefs and 

come from different backgrounds. Invite a 

diverse group of learners to participate in 

IUX research. Including multiple partners 

throughout the life of the design process 

will result in a stronger, more accessible, 

and applicable product.
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Practice Intent Actions Involvement Measures of 
Success

Inclusivity & 
Accessibility Goals

How are you 
including equity and 
inclusivity in your 
project goals?

How is your design 
goal inclusive and 
aligned with learner 
needs?

Who will be 
responsible for 
supporting these 
goals?

How are goals 
documented, 
referenced, and 
reflected in project 
documentation and 
measures?

Diverse 
Collaboration

How are you 
ensuring diverse 
representation 
across user groups?

How are you 
recruiting diverse 
researchers and 
participants?

Who will be 
responsible for 
ensuring diverse 
representation?

How are you 
purposefully 
including diverse 
perspectives 
throughout the 
project?

Learner-Centered 
Research

How is the 
research design 
and methodology 
grounded in the 
lived experiences of 
diverse learners and 
workers?

Are diverse learner 
groups participating 
throughout all 
research activities?

Who will be 
responsible for 
driving learner-
centered practices 
throughout the 
research?

How is data being 
used to inform 
and expand 
inclusiveness?

Inclusive Design 
Practices

How are inclusive 
approaches being 
consistently 
applied?

How are you using 
inclusive and 
accessible practices 
and aligning with 
partners?

Who will provide 
the expertise about 
the inclusive and 
accessible design 
of content and 
products?

How are inclusive 
guidelines and 
practices applied, 
included, and 
agreed upon by 
partners?

Prototyping & 
Testing

How are prototypes 
and features tested 
early and frequently 
with learners and 
workers to identify 
barriers and improve 
usability?

How is usability 
testing conducted 
with learners across 
abilities, contexts, 
backgrounds, 
and access to 
technology?

Who will ensure 
that prototyping 
and testing are 
inclusive?

How are learner 
feedback and 
experiences being 
used to refine 
product features?

Continuous 
Improvement

How will learners 
and workers 
be involved 
in continuous 
improvement efforts 
after the launch?

How will you 
establish check-ins 
or updates with 
partners and learner 
communities after 
the launch?

Who will ensure 
engagement with 
partners and learner 
communities after 
the launch?

How will learner 
input, accessibility, 
and usability be 
prioritized through 
iteration cycles?

Template: IUX Integration Planning Template for LER Projects

The IUX Integration Planning Template helps teams embed inclusive design into LER projects by guiding 

early planning, identifying key actions, and assigning responsibilities. It supports continuous reflection, 

tracks progress, and involves diverse groups of learners throughout. It will help teams stay aligned on goals, 

improve product accessibility, and demonstrate accountability to partners and stakeholders.
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Key Points

•	 IUX enhances equity and usability by centering the needs of diverse learners and workers, 

ensuring LER technologies are accessible, authentic, and practical for all users.

•	 Embedding IUX early saves time and improves outcomes by addressing barriers related to ability, 

background, and access and promoting clarity, engagement, and adoption through user-

centered design.

•	 Sustained IUX practices rely on diverse collaboration, continuous user feedback, and inclusive 

design standards integrated throughout planning, development, testing, and post-launch 

improvement.
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Principles For Inclusive Design of LER Technologies

Inclusive design principles prioritize accessibility, empathy, and usability to remove barriers and create 

equitable learning experiences, advancing lifelong learning and access to economic mobility. In the context 

of LER technologies, inclusive design ensures that the technology is easily understood, widely accessible, 

and compatible across devices and assistive technologies. This expands access and opportunity for both 

learners and employers. Several organizations, including Digital Promise, have developed design principles 

to guide various elements of LER technologies.

Guiding Principles Used in This Project

The key guiding principles outlined by SkillsFWD were used during the assessment process to guide partner 

organizations toward a more accessible, equitable, and inclusive user experience.

2. Explore Guidelines And Best Practices

https://www.skillsfwd.org/
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Principle #1 - Collaborative

Ensures the creation of LER technologies that include perspectives from diverse communities and stakeholders.

Principle #2 - Designed for All Users

Ensures the creation of LER technology that can be used by all learners and workers regardless of ability 

(i.e., physical, cognitive, etc.).

Category Item Example Result Guiding Questions

Include audiences in 
defining use cases for 
LERs in skills-centered 
pathways

Assess whether necessary 
audiences were engaged 
in developing use cases 
for this initiative

Specific examples of how 
relevant audiences are 
strategically engaged and 
how their contributions 
shaped the development 
of use cases and product 
experience

•	Who are the audiences 
involved/needed for 
this project? (How 
did you identify the 
audiences involved in 
this project?)

Provide a clear alignment 
between audiences 
on design vision and 
responsibilities for all 
involved parties

Document roles and 
responsibilities of involved 
parties and audiences

Directory of audiences 
with transparency into 
roles, responsibilities, and 
action items of involved 
parties

•	Have audiences been 
allowed to share their 
thoughts and opinions 
on milestones?

Establish metrics 
and/or processes for 
benchmarking progress

Document metrics used 
for measuring alignment 
with project goals

Project plan showing 
clear alignment between 
metrics and project 
goals, objectives, and key 
questions

•	Were audiences 
involved in defining 
success of the project?

•	How will progress 
and updates be 
democratized? 

•	What metrics will be 
used to track progress?

Category Item Example Result Guiding Questions

Provide an experience 
that is jargon-free

Assess whether the 
product language is 
accessible to users

Evaluation results (e.g., 
usability test results) on 
product and language 
comprehension

•	Were users involved in 
the design process?

Provide an experience 
that is functional and 
intuitive to users of 
varying ability

Assess the product’s 
compatibility with user 
needs and mental models

Evaluation results (e.g., 
usability test results) on 
product and language 
comprehension

•	Has the design been 
tested and with 
whom?

Include audiences in 
testing and dialogue to 
shape the experience

Document audience 
involvement 
throughout the product 
implementation process

Specific examples 
of how relevant 
audiences strategically 
participated in product 
implementation tests

•	What were the 
recruiting criteria for 
testing?

•	What use cases are 
accounted for?
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Principle #3 - Equity-Focused

Ensures the creation of LER technology that is accessible to and can be used by all learners and workers, 

regardless of background, bandwidth, or socio-economic status.  

Category Item Example Result Guiding Questions

Establish clear direction 
in creating an experience 
that mitigates disparities 
in education and 
employment access 
for marginalized and 
underrepresented 
communities

Assess and document 
the correlation between 
product design, 
implementation decisions, 
and equity goals

Metrics to explain product 
implementation success 
regarding access (e.g., 
demographics)

Evaluation results (e.g., 
validation research 
results) on product design 
and implementation

•	What steps have been 
taken to address issues 
of access for different 
communities?

•	What metrics are 
used to track success 
in underrepresented 
communities?

Provide clear alignment 
in meeting the needs 
of users in their pursuit 
of education and 
employment 

Assess and document 
the correlation between 
product design decisions 
and user goals

Metrics to explain 
product design and 
implementation success 
regarding value (e.g., 
demographics)

Evaluation results (e.g., 
validation research 
results) on product design 
and implementation

•	What indicators show 
value to historically 
and systemically 
excluded users?

•	How does this 
product design and 
implementation 
improve issues of 
access and equity for 
underrepresented 
communities?

Digital Promise Design Principles

Beginning in 2021, Digital Promise researchers engaged in a process to apply inclusive design principles to 

the LER ecosystem by establishing an LER professional community that collaborated with pilot end-users, 

supported by a framework that engaged them in research and facilitated initial user studies with partners. 

Equitable implementation practices were identified and promoted through targeted communication with 

technology developers, education and training providers, and others adopting LERs in the emerging skills-

based economy.

Digital Promise released the first inclusive design principles of the LER ecosystem in 2022, followed by 

additional guidance in 2023 and 2024. These principles were developed through collaboration with front-

line workers, educators, employers, and other stakeholders to ensure LER technologies are equitable and 

user-centered and support lifelong learning. Since then, this work has served as a foundation to inform and 

guide the equitable and quality design of LER technologies.

These design principles serve as guiding rules for those developing or implementing LER technologies and 

are essential for identifying and prioritizing features that best meet user needs. The purpose of these rules 

is to communicate organized and functional guidance for the design team to consider throughout the 

development process. In effect, design principles both guide design and development work, as well as serve 

as evaluation criteria for designs that already exist.
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Digital Promise Inclusive Design Principles for LERs

The following design principles aimed to answer this question: 

How might we identify potential gaps in knowledge in LER design to more deeply consider issues of equity, 
access, discrimination, safety, privacy, accessibility, and usability for workers today? (Cacicio et al., 2022).

1.	 Demonstrates evidence of skills and competencies in addition to work history

2.	 Demonstrates learning progress over time, not just one point in time, such as a degree completion

3.	 Provides individuals with control of how their information is presented and shared

4.	 Address safety and privacy concerns, especially for historically and systematically marginalized individuals

5.	 Prioritize lifelong access and ease of use

Digital Promise Onboarding and Education Design Principles for LERs

The following design principles aimed to answer this question: 

How might we design equitable and inclusive LER onboarding and education for historically and systematically 
excluded learners and workers? (Hodge et al., 2023).

1.	 Use inclusive language and design

2.	 Make the value proposition clear

3.	 Communicate and create resources to ensure data integration and accuracy

4.	 Offer technology and content support

5.	 Conduct ongoing user testing for continuous improvement

Digital Promise Learning Transitions Design Principles for LERs

The following design principles aimed to answer this question: 

How might we ensure the lived experiences of learners and workers inform the design of LER technologies so 
they are of value and useful in supporting people from historically and systematically excluded communities 
during learning transitions and along multiple pathways? (Page et al., 2023).

1.	 Connect people to supports

2.	 Connect people to opportunities

3.	  Include indicators of the value add for skills and learning gained

4.	 Be inclusive of people’s identity, movement, and language

5.	 Empower people with skills-based practices 

6.	 Adopt a comprehensive approach to digital credentialing

7.	 Integrate with a variety of tools



PATHWAYS UNLOCKED: A Learner-Centered Toolkit for Usable Learning & Employment Record Technologies  |  13Digital Promise

Crosswalk of the SkillsFWD and Digital Promise Design Principles

The purpose of a crosswalk between different design principles is to map and compare how various 

frameworks align, overlap, or differ in their guidance. This helps identify shared values to support cohesive, 

informed decision-making when integrating multiple principles. This ensures more comprehensive, user- 

centered, and equitable design practices and mindsets.

Alignment of Design Principles

Digital Promise LER Design Principles

SkillsFWD LER Guiding Principles Inclusive Design Learning Transitions Onboarding & 
Education

1. Collaborative ✓ ✓ ✓

2. Designed for All Users ✓ ✓ ✓

3. Equity-Focused ✓ ✓ ✓

4. Interoperable ✓ ✓ ✓

5. Modeled for Change Management ✓ ✓

6. Privacy Protected & Maximally Secure ✓

7. Scalable ✓ ✓

8. Skills-Centered ✓ ✓

9. Survivable ✓
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Alignment of [Guidelines]

[The Guiding Principles Your 
Organization is Using]

[Design Principles 1] [Design Principles 2] [Design Principles 3]

1. Guiding Principle

2. Guiding Principle

3. Guiding Principle

4. Guiding Principle

5. Guiding Principle

To use a crosswalk tool, identify the different sets of design principles or guidelines you want to compare. 

List your organization’s guiding principles in the first column, then map how each aligns with other frame-

works across the remaining columns. Look for areas of alignment, partial overlap, or gaps, and note these 

connections using check marks or short explanations. As you complete the crosswalk, analyze the results 

to surface shared values, identify missing elements, and highlight unique contributions. Use these insights 

to inform design decisions, improve alignment with partners, and ensure consistency and inclusivity across 

your project.

Template: Crosswalk Tool for Design Principles
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Key Points

•	 Design principles for LER technologies prioritize accessibility, usability, and equity to ensure all 

learners and workers, regardless of background or ability, can benefit from lifelong learning and 

economic mobility.

•	 Digital Promise and SkillsFWD emphasize engaging diverse end-users in the design, research, and 

evaluation of LERs, ensuring their lived experiences inform development and implementation.

•	 Crosswalking design principles from different organizations help identify shared values, align 

efforts, and promote cohesive, user-centered, and equitable LER practices across frameworks.

This template helps teams evaluate their IUX processes to ensure that the SkillsFWD guiding principles  

are reflected.

[Organization/Feature Name]

 Grouping of Principles:

PRINCIPLE ITEM EXAMPLE RESULT GUIDING QUESTION

What is the guiding 
principle you are 
referencing?

What type of evidence are 
you looking for?

What is an example of 
what that might look like?

What guiding question 
can you use to determine 
if the principle has been 
met?

EVIDENCE & NOTES:

What is the guiding 
principle you are 
referencing?

What type of evidence are 
you looking for?

What is an example of 
what that might look like?

What guiding question 
can you use to determine 
if the principle has been 
met?

EVIDENCE & NOTES:

What is the guiding 
principle you are 
referencing?

What type of evidence are 
you looking for?

What is an example of 
what that might look like?

What guiding question 
can you use to determine 
if the principle has been 
met?

EVIDENCE & NOTES:

Template: Guiding Principles Assessment
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The Importance of Intentional Design

Meeting the needs of all learners can only result from intentional design practices. Thoughtful planning 

of IUX research for LER technologies allows teams to incorporate equity, accessibility, and usability as 

foundational principles, rather than ad hoc additions. These practices help to prevent barriers that learners 

may experience related to abilities, language, background, or access and ensure that LER technologies truly 

meet user needs. Ultimately, deep IUX planning leads to more effective and engaging solutions that center 

inclusivity as a core value rather than an afterthought.

3. Planning IUX Research for  
LER Technologies

Planning Effective IUX Research

An inclusive user research project begins with 

a clear purpose by defining the goals, research 

objectives, and key questions to guide the work. 

From there, the design phase focuses on select-

ing the best methods, identifying key stake-

holders and research participants, and creating 

equitable recruitment plans. Collaboration is 

key throughout, with clear roles, responsibilities, 

and timelines shared across partners. Finally, 

thoughtful evaluation and knowledge sharing 

ensure insights are documented, measured, 

and used to improve both the product and the 

process moving forward.

1 2

3
4

• Project Overview
• Research Objectives 

& Goals
• Key Research 

Questions

• Methodology
• Sample and 

Recruitment Criteria
• Recruitment Plan

• Metrics & Indicators
• Documentation
• Reporting

• Partners & Roles
• Timeline
• Milestones

Purpose & 
Planning

Collaboration 
& Execution

Design & Data 
Collection

Evaluation 
& Sharing

1

3

2

4
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IUX IN ACTION: GQM Framework

Audience:

In early 2024, Digital Promise piloted and launched three micro-credentials focused on global career 

readiness skills for learners in K-12 and college settings. 

LER Technologies Being Evaluated:

•	 Digital Promise Micro-credential Platform: A competency-based micro-credential hosting and 

assessment platform

•	 Help Desk: Communication and support offered to learners

Goal:

A pilot study was conducted to determine how to expand existing micro-credential design and develop-

ment practices to support K-12 and college learners. Initially designed for adult learners, the product team 

wanted to understand what micro-credential elements needed to be updated for a new learner audience.

Example GQM:

Goal: Ensure that micro-credentials are accessible and inclusive for learners in K-12 and college settings.

Question(s): Is the language clear and accessible to learners with a seventh-grade reading level? Is the 

payment of assessment fees and stipend easy for students to navigate, considering their age and geograph-

ic location? Does the process respect students’ privacy when submitting evidence?

Metrics: Alignment with skills desired by learners, elements with positive learner feedback, Lexile levels, 

feedback on support measures

Insights:

The information gathered during this pilot revealed that designing micro-credentials for young adults 

requires aligning content with career aspirations to ensure relevance and motivation. Flexibility in selecting 

topics and clear, accessible guidelines were also essential to engage learners from diverse backgrounds and 

interests in this age group. In addition, continuous support through onboarding resources and community 

engagement boosted confidence and success in competency-based micro-credentials.

Actions:

This GQM supported the adaptation of existing instruments for a K-12 and college audience. It ensured that 

the data collected would answer the questions to address the intended goal of this research. This research 

resulted in guidance on how to adapt micro-credential design, development, and support processes to 

meet the needs of K-12 and college learners. 
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A research planning tool can help teams organize, align, and execute effective IUX research with clarity 

and purpose. It provides a structured way to define research goals, key questions, methods, and participant 

criteria while outlining roles, timelines, and data collection plans. By centralizing this information, the tool 

supports collaboration among partners, ensures accountability, and keeps inclusive practices and learners 

centered throughout the project. In addition, it can be used to track progress, document insights, and 

plan how findings will be shared and applied. This tool is appropriate for designing large-scale features or 

changes to LER technologies.

Project Synopsis

Research Objectives

Detail the specific goals of the study. What questions do you want to answer, and what outcomes are  

you seeking?

•	  

•	  

•	  

•	  

Research Project: Name

Study Dates: What is the timeframe for this research?

Project Partners: Who is involved in this project? Project Roles: Who is responsible for what?

Research Overview: Summarize the goals and scope of your study in plain language. Why is this research 
needed? What do you hope to learn or achieve? What impact will this have on learners and workers?

Research Methodology: 
Which research method are you 
using and why?

Sample Size: 
Estimate the target number  
of participants.

Recruiting Criteria: 
Who are you researching with  
and why?

Template: IUX Research Planning Tool



PATHWAYS UNLOCKED: A Learner-Centered Toolkit for Usable Learning & Employment Record Technologies  |  19Digital Promise

Timeline

Note key milestones and estimated dates.

Research Question(s)

List the high-level questions you most want to answer, their subject area, and the objective they are linked 

to. Think of them as the driving force behind the entire project.

Milestones Timeline Notes

Subject Questions Objective

Topic #1 •	 

Topic #2 •	 

Topic #3 •	 

Documentation

Include relevant links, files, artifacts, and related project documentation for transparency and  

future reference.

•	  

•	  

•	  

•	  

Notes

Keep track of informal observations, comments, or reminders that don’t fit elsewhere. Use it to note fol-

low-up ideas, clarify issues, or record unexpected insights that may inform future revisions.
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The GQM framework was developed in 1984 at the Software Engineering Lab of the NASA Goddard Space 

Flight Center (Basili & Rombach, 1988). This systematic and goal-oriented approach can help define, 

measure, and evaluate software quality. When applied to the IUX of LER technologies, this tool can capture 

discrete goals and measures for smaller projects.

Goal Questions Metrics

What is your IUX goal? •	What questions can guide your 
IUX goals?

•	What metrics will you collect 
to help you answer these 
questions?

Key Points

•	 Intentional design is essential for creating usable LER technologies that reflect the needs of 

diverse learners and workers.

•	 Effective IUX research requires a clear structure that begins with defined goals, questions,  

and plans.

•	 Planning tools support alignment and impact by helping teams organize IUX activities and  

ensure that inclusive practices are embedded throughout the project lifecycle.

Template: Goal-Question-Metrics (GQM) Framework
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Approaches And Methods To IUX

To facilitate the widespread adoption of LER technologies, the products must be accessible and applicable 

to all learners and workers. Employing an IUX approach during the content design and implementation 

stages can ensure that products are useful and accessible to learners and workers from diverse back-

grounds, abilities, and contexts. These practices support identifying and removing systemic barriers by 

prioritizing social impact alongside usability.

Typically, User-Centered Design (UCD) is used to evaluate the average user experience. While there is value 

in using these methodologies, UCD processes are designed to prioritize the needs of the average user. This 

approach often excludes users who fall outside of the characteristics of the typical target user base.

Centering Learners in LER Technologies

IUX methodologies center learners, workers, and employers by involving them directly in the design and 

evaluation of LER technologies by ensuring their diverse needs, experiences, and goals are reflected. 

Through inclusive methodologies, LER technologies can be shaped to be accessible, relevant, and practical 

in real-world contexts. This approach ensures that LER solutions support equitable access to lifelong 

learning and skill recognition.

4. Selecting IUX Methodologies
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Examples of IUX Methodologies for LER Technologies

There are a number of IUX methodologies that integrate the learner into the LER technology development 

process in a human-centered way. When done effectively, tremendous value is added for key stakeholders, 

including learners, employers, and product designers. The following represents an overview of IUX method-

ologies that Digital Promise has successfully used to design and develop LER technologies inclusively.

Methodology Purpose Implementation Tip Example

Community  
Advisory Boards

Create sustained 
collaboration by engaging 
community members 
throughout the design 
and development 
process.

Ensure members reflect 
groups within your 
learner community, 
especially marginalized 
groups.

Example: Digital Promise 
San Diego STEM Advisory

Usability Testing Gather information 
about how learners 
interact and engage 
with technology in their 
lived environments while 
completing tasks.

Conduct sessions in 
multiple accessible 
settings such as libraries.

Example: Building 
Career-Ready Skills: 
Insights from our 2024 
Micro-Credential Pilot

Surveys & Questionnaires Gather broad quantitative 
and qualitative data 
to identify trends 
across populations and 
subgroups.

Provide inclusive 
language and multiple 
formats with participants 
representing a broad 
cross-section of users.

Example: Inclusive Design 
Principles for Learning 
and Employment 
Records: Co-Designing 
for Equity

Empathy & User  
Journey Mapping

Help visualize users’ 
feelings, goals, and 
barriers at each 
interaction point to better 
understand the learner 
experience.

Account for a wide variety 
of needs (i.e., physical, 
internet access, language) 
and experiences.

Example: Creating 
Conditions for Powerful 
Technology Use: 
Teachers’ Technology 
Journey in Puerto Rico

Co-Design & 
Participatory Workshops

Engage learners in 
the design process by 
including them in the 
design, implementation, 
and iteration processes.

Use a variety of formats 
and techniques to gather 
different types of data.

Example: Learning 
Transition Design 
Principles for Learning 
and Employment 
Records: Co-designing 
for Equity

Interviews &  
Focus Groups

Develop a deeper 
understanding of users 
by learning from the 
experiences of current or 
future users.

Involve users from diverse 
settings, level of use, and 
characteristics.

Example: Micro-
credentials for 
Social Mobility in 
Rural Postsecondary 
Communities: A 
Landscape Report

https://digitalpromise.org/initiative/strengthening-stem-pathways-in-san-diego/
https://digitalpromise.org/initiative/strengthening-stem-pathways-in-san-diego/
https://digitalpromise.org/2024/12/16/building-career-ready-skills-insights-from-our-2024-micro-credential-pilot/
https://digitalpromise.org/2024/12/16/building-career-ready-skills-insights-from-our-2024-micro-credential-pilot/
https://digitalpromise.org/2024/12/16/building-career-ready-skills-insights-from-our-2024-micro-credential-pilot/
https://digitalpromise.org/2024/12/16/building-career-ready-skills-insights-from-our-2024-micro-credential-pilot/
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/82a51030-0ea6-4fac-a596-4e8116737a4a
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/82a51030-0ea6-4fac-a596-4e8116737a4a
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/82a51030-0ea6-4fac-a596-4e8116737a4a
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/82a51030-0ea6-4fac-a596-4e8116737a4a
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/82a51030-0ea6-4fac-a596-4e8116737a4a
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/bcbf5887-7cf2-48be-b776-c19cb5ef979f
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/bcbf5887-7cf2-48be-b776-c19cb5ef979f
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/bcbf5887-7cf2-48be-b776-c19cb5ef979f
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/bcbf5887-7cf2-48be-b776-c19cb5ef979f
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/bcbf5887-7cf2-48be-b776-c19cb5ef979f
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/ebbea365-cef5-4b4d-9758-ca24426fb21a
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/ebbea365-cef5-4b4d-9758-ca24426fb21a
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/ebbea365-cef5-4b4d-9758-ca24426fb21a
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/ebbea365-cef5-4b4d-9758-ca24426fb21a
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/ebbea365-cef5-4b4d-9758-ca24426fb21a
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/ebbea365-cef5-4b4d-9758-ca24426fb21a
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/6f82f95d-21f3-40b6-8dae-332a131cba8c
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/6f82f95d-21f3-40b6-8dae-332a131cba8c
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/6f82f95d-21f3-40b6-8dae-332a131cba8c
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/6f82f95d-21f3-40b6-8dae-332a131cba8c
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/6f82f95d-21f3-40b6-8dae-332a131cba8c
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/6f82f95d-21f3-40b6-8dae-332a131cba8c
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A journey map is a tool to help visualize a learner’s experience as they interact with a product. To use it, 

describe the learner and context that is being used to capture the journey. This process ensures that the 

actions, thoughts, emotions, touchpoints, pain points, opportunities, and resources are documented.

Learner Description:  What are the characteristics of this learner?

Context Description:  What is the context under which the journey is being mapped?

Product Description:  What product or feature is being mapped?

Journey Phase Journey Phase Journey Phase

Goals For each phase, add 
objectives learners want 
to accomplish.

Actions For each phase, add an 
activity that learners do 
for each phase.

Thoughts For each phase, add 
sentiments captured from 
quotes.

Feelings For each phase, capture 
positive feelings.

For each phase, capture 
neutral feelings.

For each phase, capture 
negative feelings.

Touchpoints For each phase, add 
a touchpoint, such as 
email or website, that the 
learner interacts with.

Pain Points For each phase, describe 
the pain points that 
learners encounter.

Opportunities For each phase, add an 
idea for improvement.

Resources For each phase, add the 
support and resources 
available to learners.

Template: Journey Map
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The empathy map framework, designed by renowned design firm XPLANE (Gray et al., 2010), is a visual 

tool to understand the feelings, thoughts, and behaviors of users to drive strategy (XPLANE, 2019). Empathy 

maps provide the contextual detail that personas may not capture, helping designers step into the shoes of 

their learners.

This empathy map has been adapted to consider additional users whose perspectives may need to be 

considered. Depending on the context, LER technologies may also need to consider the needs of employ-

ers, community-based organizations, programs, and other stakeholders.

Learners Educators Caregivers Institution

Situation What situation for 
this user are we 
trying to empathize 
with?

Actions What do they 
need to do or 
accomplish?

See What do they 
encounter during 
this process?

Comments What are they 
saying about this 
process?

Feelings What are they 
saying they feel 
during this process?

Hears What are they 
hearing from other 
sources?

Frustrations What pain points are 
they experiencing?

Template: Empathy Map Tool
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Audience:

In March and April 2025, the Digital Promise product team conducted a series of focus group sessions with 

adult learners experienced in submitting and earning a micro-credential on the Digital Promise Micro-

credential Platform. They would be classified as existing and experienced users.

LER Technologies Being Evaluated:

•	 Digital Promise Micro-credential Platform: A competency-based micro-credential hosting and 

assessment platform

•	 Badge Engine: A badging technology used to issue awarded micro-credentials

•	 Help Desk: Communication and support offered to learners

Goal:

The focus groups were specifically designed to receive feedback on a recently launched feature, prototypes 

of a future feature, and other general pain points. The product team also sought to understand how learn-

ers accessed support during the micro-credential process, how they shared their awarded digital badge 

representing their micro-credential, and how learners wanted to share and download their digital badge. 

Insights:

The information gathered during this process revealed unexpected issues with a recently launched feature, 

which helped the team identify bugs. Learner responses also highlighted a lack of awareness of some 

features, which indicated a need to provide learners with additional forms of communication about how to 

leverage the full technology capabilities. 

When reviewing prototypes, learners described how they currently shared their micro-credentials with 

employers and colleagues, interacted with the platform interface, and the desired functionality and prioriti-

zation of sharing and download options from the prototypes. 

Actions:

This information enhanced communication processes when new features were launched and helped the 

product manager determine priorities for upcoming features.

IUX IN ACTION: Focus Groups
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Key Points

•	 IUX methodologies ensure that LER technologies are accessible, relevant, and equitable by 

centering the real-world needs of learners, workers, and employers.

•	 Traditional user-centered design processes often overlook underrepresented users, while  

IUX intentionally includes diverse perspectives and contexts to remove barriers and prioritize 

social impact.

•	 IUX methodologies empower learners as collaborators in generating insights that lead to more 

meaningful, practical, and learner-centered LER technologies.
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Translating Research Into Actionable Recommendations

Insights from IUX research are essential for understanding learner needs and uncovering the barriers they 

encounter to inform the design of equitable and accessible LER technologies. To move from insight to 

impact, the information gleaned from these processes must be translated into clear and actionable recom-

mendations. This process starts by identifying and prioritizing the most critical issues that affect learners’ 

ability to leverage LER technologies for their personal goals. 

Insights and opportunities can be transformed into specific action items to address them. By establishing 

the next steps, teams will be equipped to address high-level observations through concrete, doable tasks. 

Well-defined recommendations ensure teams stay aligned, focused, and accountable in implementing 

solutions for improving LER technologies.

5. Shifting Insights Into Action
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After conducting research with learners and workers, this tool can capture key takeaways and synthesize 

actionable next steps. It helps teams track what was learned, the priority level, and what to do next.

Understanding How Severity Translates Into Design Priorities

A severity scale is a simple way to evaluate a barrier’s priority. By assessing the level of impact a barrier may 

have, teams can make informed, equity-centered decisions about where to focus their efforts. This type 

of scale supports consistent evaluation across user research findings and ensures that issues affecting the 

most underserved learners come first. It is a practical way to guide inclusive, responsive design improve-

ments for LER technologies.

Issue Severity Insight Next Steps Success Metrics

What is the problem 
or issue that 
learners encounter?

	□ High

	□ Medium

	□ Low

What does this 
mean in terms of 
the entire learner 
experience?

How can this issue 
be mitigated or 
resolved?

How will you know 
this issue has been 
addressed? 

What will the learner 
be able to do 
that they couldn’t 
before?

Severity Level Definition Impact on Learners Priority Level

High This is a significant barrier 
that prevents learners 
from completing essential 
functions.

The issue may 
affect all learners or 
disproportionately affect 
underserved groups.

These types of problems 
should be resolved 
immediately.

Medium This barrier causes 
confusion or frustration 
or slows down learners.

It may affect some 
learners, and 
workarounds may exist.

These types of issues 
should be prioritized for 
near-term improvement.

Low This is a minor issue 
that is usually an 
inconvenience.

The problem may affect 
only a few learners or can 
be quickly resolved.

These types of problems 
can be addressed as time 
and resources allow.

Template: Decision-Making and Action Planning Tool
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Key Points

•	 Insights from IUX research are essential for identifying barriers learners face and must be 

translated into clear next steps to improve LER technologies.

•	 Tools like action planning templates and severity scales help teams prioritize issues, track the 

next steps, and focus on solutions that address the most critical challenges first, especially those 

impacting underserved learners. 

•	 Moving from observation to implementation requires a structured process to ensure 

responsiveness to learner needs.

Approaches and Methods to IUX

To facilitate the widespread adoption of LER technologies, the products must be accessible and applicable 

to all learners and workers. Employing an IUX approach during the content design and implementation 

stages can ensure that products are useful and accessible to learners and workers from diverse back-

grounds, abilities, and contexts. These practices support identifying and removing systemic barriers by 

prioritizing social impact alongside usability.

Typically, User-Centered Design (UCD) is used to evaluate user experiences. While there is value in using 

these methodologies, these processes are designed to prioritize the needs of the average user. This ap-

proach often excludes users who fall outside of the characteristics of the typical target user base.

Centering Learners in LER Technologies

IUX methodologies center learners, workers, and employers by involving them directly in the design and 

evaluation of LER technologies by ensuring their diverse needs, experiences, and goals are reflected. 

Through inclusive methodologies, LER technologies can be shaped to be accessible, relevant, and practical 

in real-world contexts. This approach ensures that LER solutions support equitable access to lifelong 

learning and skill recognition.
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About This Project

Digital Promise

Digital Promise is a global nonprofit working to expand opportunity for every learner. We work with 

educators, researchers, technology leaders, and communities to design, investigate, and scale innovations 

that support learners, especially those who’ve been historically and systematically excluded. Our vision is 

that every person engages in powerful learning experiences that lead to a life of well-being, fulfillment, and 

economic mobility. For more information, visit the Digital Promise website.

Center For Learner Pathways

The Center for Learner Pathways goes beyond research to actively engage in practical implementation, 

develop scalable products and solutions, and utilize data-driven insights for continuous improvement, 

supporting learner success by fostering cross-sector collaboration and developing research-based re-

sources using storytelling, evidence, and innovation to spark a transformative shift in how learning is taught, 

assessed, and recognized. 

By forging partnerships, generating insights, and creating solutions, the Center for Learner Pathways links 

learners with new opportunities, aligns education with workforce needs, and informs policy—ensuring both 

learners and the systems that support them can thrive.

Visit the Center for Learner Pathways website for more information on the work.

Project Context

Background

In 2023, Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors (RPA) and Walmart.org launched SkillsFWD, a collaborative 

initiative providing grants to organizations developing interoperable LED technologies to advance skills-

based hiring and economic mobility. However, few learners and workers can access, effectively use, or 

understand the value of LER and Digital Wallet technologies. Furthermore, most of SkillsFWD’s participating 

organizations did not directly center the experiences of learners and workers–especially those from 

historically and systematically excluded (HSE) communities– in the design, testing, and implementation of 

these technologies.

Current Project

In 2024, Digital Promise collaborated with SkillsFWD to provide partner-facing IUX services to help partic-

ipating organizations adopt and implement learner-centered practices in their project design, testing, and 

deployment processes.

As part of this project, Digital Promise’s team: 

•	 Conducted an IUX assessment with state educational partners using SkillsFWD’s guiding principles of 

inclusive design (listed below)

•	 Provided technical IUX support and consulting to project partners

https://digitalpromise.org/
https://digitalpromise.org/initiative/center-for-learner-pathways/
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•	 Created this toolkit as a resource for project teams working to implement learner-centered design 

principles when designing or assessing LER technologies

Over the course of a year, Digital Promise collaborated with project teams to validate alignment of LER 

technology processes with SkillsFWD guidelines. From this, project partners went on to:

•	 Conduct an in-depth walkthrough of their processes (i.e., defining success, unifying the vision, 

identifying additional collaborators, etc.)

•	 Identify concrete examples of how they centered the learner through the application of these 

principles

As a result, project partners received dedicated IUX support and detailed reports with actionable insights 

and recommendations for further alignment with principles. 

This toolkit contains tools and resources that were used to guide the IUX process among partner organi-

zations. It makes a strong contribution to the growing body of tools and resources in the LED Technology 

space, as it is squarely focused on methods and approaches to include learner voice in the LER technology 

to advance accessibility, equity, and applicability.
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