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Our “Why”



Goals for Today’s Session
● Understand the fundamentals of the Lab’s learner-centered 

design approach

● Embrace + apply design mindset

● Put learner-centered design into action!

○ Share big ideas

○ Dig into the “why” behind the problems + opportunities we want 
to address with + for learners

○ Identify the “who” our idea or approach is trying to support

○ Suspend what we think we know to reimagine how we could 
design sustainable, equitable, learner-centered systems



What problem or opportunity 
do I want to address?

Who am I addressing it 
with + for?

“Suspend What You Know!” Proto-Personas

How might we… statement + next 
steps in learner-centered design

Today: Laying the foundation for learner-centered work 
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Our design criteria for (l)earner centricity

affordability, relevance, portability, visibility

in a rapidly changing knowledge economy



We co-design, test, and build new models and approaches to better 
address program affordability, relevance, portability, and visibility
in a rapidly changing knowledge economy. 

1,040
Colleges 

+ Universities 
+ Organizations

 

560
Employers

24
Ecosystems

 

States, systems, cities

About the Lab
Bill



The lines between school 
and work are blurring. 

Post-secondary 
institutions are the key to 
unlocking skills from 
degrees to make them 
more explicit to learners 
and employers.



Co-Designing 
Postsecondary 
Education 
with Learners
Who are the learners 
we primarily work with?

Frontline Workers

Transfer Students

Single Parents

Non-degreed Adults

First-generation Students

Underinvested Communities



Our Approach: 
(L)earner-Centric Innovation enables the shift from 
inequitable structures

10



Some Examples: 
(L)earner-Centric Innovation enables the shift
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Lab Design Process
What is it? Why use it?



The Lab’s Design Process

understand ideate prototype launch



Learner 
Engagement 
Framework
Three Drivers 
of Engagement from 
Self-Determination 
Theory

Growth
The learning environment must help 
learners see how they are growing, show 
them they are capable of success, and 
help them progress toward their goals.

Belonging
The learner must feel a sense of 
belonging, connection to, and support 
from their learning community in being 
their authentic self.

Agency
The learner must feel like they’re in the 
driver’s seat, with opportunities to make 
meaningful choices about their learning 
experience; their learning environment 
needs to align with their individual goals, 
values, and interests. 



“If we believe design thinking is the right 
tool to use to redesign products, systems, 
and institutions to be more equitable, then 
we must redesign the design thinking 
process, mindsets and tools themselves to 
ensure they mitigate for the causes of 
inequity.” – Equity Meets Design team

At the Lab, we’re working to layer this 
equity-centered design framework through 
every stage of our design process.

“The equityXdesign process is a labor of love created 
by Caroline Hill from 228 Accelerator, Michelle 
Molitor from The Equity Lab, & Christine Ortiz from 
Equity Meets Design.”www.equitymeetsdesign.com

equityXdesign Framework

https://www.linkedin.com/in/carolineinezhill
http://228accelerator.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/michelle-molitor-3a16638
https://www.linkedin.com/in/michelle-molitor-3a16638
https://www.theequitylab.org/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/christinemortiz
http://equitymeetsdesign.com/


Why does human-centered 
design work?
● fanatically grounded in 

learners’ experiences

● structured methodology

● flexible, rapid innovation

● bias toward action

● invites ALL stakeholders to 
the table



Design Mindset

● get comfortable with being uncomfortable.

● let go of traditional mental models.

● suspend what you know. 

● explore what could be.



The status quo is not OK. We need to 
embrace new ways of thinking, 
operating, and innovating; we need to 
see beyond the challenges. 

 Maria Flynn, June 7th, 2022



We must broaden our definition of design 
and designers. We must test our 
assumptions about human beings. We must 
wonder “who am I excluding?” and allow the 
answers to change our solutions.

                                                                                               
Kat Holmes



Suspend What You Know!! Big Idea: Proto-Persona:

What problem is your big idea trying to solve?

Why is this a problem?

How do you know?

Who do you need to ask?

How might you find out more? 

Why is this a problem?

How do you know?

Who do you need to ask?

How might you find out more? 



Suspend What You Know
To use a virtual version of this template, scan this QR code.



Your Big Idea
(take 2 minutes to jot down 

your idea)

A BIG IDEA that I have after 
the first day of Horizons is…



Proto-Personas



Personas

We create personas to help better 
understand the lived experience of 
the learners we are trying to design 
with and for. 

“Learner” is defined as anyone who is 
currently enrolled OR who could 
benefit from post-secondary training 
and/or education. Personas shouldn’t be about demographics.

Personas should be about the experiences, barriers, 
and opportunities people face. 



Proto-Personas

What is a proto-persona? 

It is a description of the target community 
members or audience of a product or program 
based on the assumptions and hypotheses of 
stakeholders. 

Why use proto-personas?

Creating these ad-hoc personas allows 
designers to begin designing and creating 
immediately, with the understanding that we 
are still making hypotheses to test with actual 
learners in the near future. 

Adult currently not in the workforce 
coming out of a recovery program

Dual credit student no longer engaged in 
post-secondary education after graduation

Veteran transitioning from active duty 
looking for a career transition

Underemployed single parent with 
non-school aged kids



Proto-Persona Activity

If you design for EVERYONE, you design for NO ONE.

Use the examples to create to of your own 
proto-personas. 

1. Identify a proto-persona that you believe your 
institution/community currently serves well.

2. Now, let’s get comfortable with the uncomfortable 
and create a proto-persona that your 
institution/organization is not serving or does not 
serve well (perhaps a learner whose growth, 
belonging, and agency are often not at the center 
when creating programs or implementing new  
ideas).



Suspend What You Know!! Big Idea: Proto-Persona:

What problem is your big idea trying to solve?

Why is this a problem?

How do you know?

Who do you need to ask?

How might you find out more? 

Why is this a problem?

How do you know?

Who do you need to ask?

How might you find out more? 



Suspend What 
You Know!

Let’s go back to that BIG Idea. 
What problem 

is your big idea trying to solve for 
your proto-persona?



Suspend What 
You Know!

Why is this currently a problem? 
Dig deeper and answer each 

WHY again.



Suspend What 
You Know!

Next, ask yourself HOW you 
know this is a problem or barrier 

for your proto-persona.



Suspend What 
You Know!

Next, ask yourself HOW you 
know this is a problem or barrier 

for your proto-persona.

Assumption

A thing that is 
accepted as true or 

as certain to 
happen, without 

proof.



Suspend What 
You Know!

Without the proto-persona or 
learners in the room we must 

recognize these are assumptions 
made on behalf of learners of 

focus. As yourself, in addition to 
these learners, whom else from 
your institution/organization or 
within your community do you 

need to learn more from?

learners similar to this proto-persona



Suspend What 
You Know!

Finally, take a minute to think 
about how you might find out 
more about this barrier from 

learners and other stakeholders. 
What might you ask? How can 

you collect information and 
feedback (i.e. surveys, interviews, 

focus groups, etc.)?



Suspend What You Know!! Big Idea: Proto-Persona:

What problem is your big idea trying to solve?

Why is this a problem?

How do you know?

Who do you need to ask?

How might you find out more? 

Why is this a problem?

How do you know?

Who do you need to ask?

How might you find out more? 



Explore What Could Be!

"How Might We" (HMW) statements are small 

but mighty questions that allow us to reframe our 

insights into opportunity areas and innovate on 

problems found during community research.

dscout.com



HOW

"How" suggests that we do not 
yet have the answer. It allows 
us to consider multiple 
avenues for innovation and 
reinforces that we are still 
exploring the problem and 
solution space.



MIGHT

"Might" emphasizes that there 
are many different paths we 
can go down when thinking 
about solutions. This allows 
for open-minded creativity 
and brainstorming and 
thinking about the problem 
from multiple perspectives. 



WE

"We" immediately brings in the 
idea of teamwork. "We" 
should all work collaboratively 
to come up with a joint 
understanding of the problem 
and put our heads together to 
come up with a testable 
approach.



DESI QUESTION: 

connect@eddesignlab.org



What’s next?



● understand: build empathy + humility for community experiences

● ideate: open our minds to new possible futures.

● prototype: gather feedback + make changes.

● launch: put ideas out in the world + keep iterating!

Next Design Steps in Your Context
Jumping off from your How Might We statement…



From Big Ideas to Sustainable 
Models (L)earner- Centered 
Practices/Systems



@eddesignlab  @BRIDGESRural
Education Design Lab 
bhughes@eddesignlab.org
ldaugherty@eddesignlab.org
mswordskalk@eddesignlab.org

Thank You!
To learn more about the Education Design Lab 
and to sign up for our Innovator Network, 
please visit eddesignlab.org.


