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SPACE THAT
SPEAKS TO ALL.

Agata Anacik-Kryza, PhD

Abstract
The article discusses the role of universal desi-
gn as a tool for developing empathy and social
responsibility in design education. It presents
teaching experiences from a course for graphic
design students that integrates methodology,
design thinking and Project-Based Learning. The
purpose of the classes is to prepare students for
creation of inclusive and accessible solutions.
The evaluation conducted, based on mixed
methodology, showed that the course had
a positive impact on students’ approach to
design. As many as 65% of students who have
completed the course declared a clear positi-
ve change in their approach. These changes
included increased awareness of accessibility
issues, better understanding of the meaning of
empathy and appreciation of the role of rese-
arch in the design process. Students emphasi-
sed that their designs focused on users’ actual
needs and not on their own creative preferen-
ces. They also noticed that designing with di-
sabled persons in mind expanded accessibility
for the entire society, including the elderly or
parents with children.

Anna Sieron

contemporary city may be perceived as
Aa complex communication system — a set

of signs, spaces and interactions which,
like a book, requires careful reading. However,
this metaphoric “page” can be turned over only
when the space can actually be accessed by all
of its residents — children, senior citizens, pe-
ople with disabilities. Universal design, develo-
ped since 1970s by Ronalda L. Mace, the author
of the “Universal Design: Barrier Free Environ-
ments for Everyone” concept (1985), offers fra-
mework which allows one to think about space
not as a common denominator for the “majority”
but as a dynamic field of needs and possibilities.
In this approach, the designer becomes a media-
tor between diverse bodies and the structure of
the everyday world — and design gains an ethical
and social dimension.

This article presents teaching experiences
from the universal design course conducted in
the field of graphic design in which the design
thinking methodology and Project-Based Lear-
ning serve as tools for developing empathy, sen-
sitivity to spatial exclusion and professional re-
sponsibility. This course has become a space for
testing the inclusivity assumptions in the urban
context — both through field research with the
participation of users, and through prototyping
and testing of solutions under real conditions. In
the further parts of the article, we present theo-
retical assumptions, a description of the teaching
process, evaluation results, and examples of three
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student designs which illustrate how design can
become a tool of social change.

Universal design is a fundamental paradigm
in the field of design, aimed at creating artifacts,
spaces and experiences in a way that ensures the-
ir optimal accessibility and functionality for the
widest possible spectrum of users. It assumes an
elimination of barriers resulting from age, diverse
psychophysical abilities or individual preferences,
aiming to achieve universal adaptability. The ob-
jective of this approach is to incorporate social inc-
lusion, which corresponds with the contemporary
understanding of disability that is increasingly
perceived not as an inherent feature of an indivi-
dual but as a consequence of the systemic environ-
ment not being adapted to the diverse needs. In
the demographic perspective, universal design re-
sponds to the challenges of ageing societies which
require adaptations of the infrastructure to the
needs of elderly people. Moreover, universal desi-
gn harmonises with the sustainable development
principles, contributing to the reduction of social
and economic disproportions through the stimula-
tion of social cohesion and counteracting discrimi-
nation in the access to resources and services.

The beginnings of the idea of universal design
date back to the 1970s, strongly associated with
the figure of the American architect Ronald Mace.
He was the author of the idea of “design for all”,
which assumed the need to create architectural
structures in a way that takes into account the
needs of people with different motor, sensory and

cognitive abilities. His works were an impulse for
the development of standards and norms in this
field. In 1980s, the popularity of this perspective
grew thanks to the publication by Victor Papanek
entitled “Design for the Real World. Human Eco-
logy and Social Change”, in which the author pro-
moted the holistic design paradigm, prioritizing
the well-being of humanity and the planet over
pure aesthetics or commercial goals.

The 1990s brought about the diversification of
the applications of universal design, which went
beyond architecture, finding implementation in
areas such as industrial design, education and the
service sector. The breakthrough moment was the
publication of the “Seven Principles of Universal
Design” in 1997 by the Universal Design Center
in North Carolina, which to this day constitute
axioms of this philosophy. Currently, the prin-
ciples of universal design are supplemented with
additional criteria, such as the aesthetic integra-
tion with the environment and the support for
real integration of people with different abilities,
which corresponds to the concept of “perception
of equality” formulated by Konrad Kaletsch (“Per-
ception of Equality: Design for Inclusive Environ-
ments”, Springer, Berlin 2021), as well as the po-
stulate put forward by Kat Holmes, the author of
“Mismatch: How Inclusion Shapes Design” (MIT
Press, Cambridge 2020), according to which a de-
sign should be sensitive to the cultural, linguistic
and social context of its users for whom it is be-
ing created. Technological progress opens up new
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opportunities with regard to the adaptation of
solutions to users’ diverse needs. Which is more,
the adoption of an interdisciplinary approach to
design, integrating the knowledge on ergonomics,
psychology, sociology and other disciplines, al-
lows the creation of more universal and effective
solutions. The key element is also the participa-
tive inclusion into the design process of not only
industry experts but first and foremost represen-
tatives of excluded and marginalised groups. Such
approach guarantees that the products designed
truly address their actual needs and aspirations.
As Ezio Manzini notes in his book “Design, When
Everybody Designs: An Introduction to Design for
Social Innovation” (Cambridge — London Press,
2015), the future of social innovations in design
lies in broad cooperation between both professio-
nals and people from outside the design commu-
nity. Universal design, as a holistic paradigm, has
evolved from its initial “Design for All” concept to
becoming an integral part of contemporary user-
-oriented design, which contributes to the syste-
matic building of a more inclusive and accessible
environment for the entire society.

Project-Based Learning: Integration of universal
design with an active teaching approach
Project-Based Learning is a method which involves
students in solving actual problems and develo-
ping skills useful in their professional life, such
as critical thinking, cooperation and agency. Lear-
ning by doing, as John Dewey wrote, “is life itself”
— not just preparation for life.

Universal design, in turn, is based on the cre-
ation of products, spaces and services accessible
for all, without any need for adaptation. In edu-
cation this means the planning of inclusive expe-
riences already at the teaching process design sta-
ge. This framework, described by David H. Rose
and Anne Meyer in their book “Teaching Every
Student in the Digital Age” (Association for Su-
pervision and Curriculum Development, Alexan-
dria 2002), allows for the involvement of students
with different needs and learning styles by offe-
ring many ways of expression and participation.

At our university, i.e. SWPS University, Krakow
campus, the integration of these approaches is
not an extra — it is the basis of the curriculum.
Universal design is a mandatory teaching module
in the field of applied graphics and multimedia.
The classes are spread over two semesters: the

first one is devoted to empathy — students study
the needs of different users and analyse existing
barriers; the second one focuses on the generation
of solutions and testing them. The whole course is
provided in accordance with the design thinking
methodology which supports iterative nature of
the process and experience-based learning.

Students work in interdisciplinary teams, de-
veloping designs that address actual social needs
— from public spaces to solutions supporting per-
sons with functional limitations. The principles
of universal design — such as equitable use, sim-
ple and intuitive use, flexibility in use, or toleran-
ce for error — are applied consistently at each sta-
ge of the design work.

As Victor Papanek noted, designing is one of
the most powerful tools for shaping the world. In
our approach, we teach that this tool should be
used responsibly — with the widest group of users
in mind and with deep understanding of the so-
cial context.

Evaluation of universal design classes

The aim of the study was to comprehensively as-
sess the effectiveness, teaching quality and dec-
larative impact of classes on undertaken project
activities, analyzed from the perspective of stu-
dents, diploma candidates and graduates of the
university. Particular emphasis was placed on
identifying the extent to which the respondents
and interviewees integrated the principles of uni-
versal design in their theses and everyday profes-
sional practice, which is a real measure of know-
ledge and skills transfer.

The classes were evaluated on the basis of the
mixed methodology, combining quantitative and
qualitative approaches, in accordance with the
principles of triangulation in research described
by Norman Denzin in his book “Sociological Me-
thods: A Sourcebook” (Routledge, New York 2017).
This combination allows not only for the verifica-
tion of results from various sources, but also for
obtaining a richer, more nuanced picture of the
phenomenon analysed.

The quantitative study was population-based —
the link to the survey was sent to two research gro-
ups: students who had completed universal design
classes and those who were in the first semester of
the subject.

Under the qualitative phase of the survey, 13
individual in-depth interviews were carried out
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Fig. 1Inclusive playground design. Authors: Justyna
Senderek, Wiktoria Springer, Ewelina Wojas, Agnieszka
Wojtanowska.

in total. Interview invitees included persons who
consciously implemented the principles of uni-
versal design in their dissertation.

Nearly 57% of the students taking part in the
survey declared that a clear positive change took
place in their approach to design under the in-
fluence of the classes. Among the students who
successfully completed the course, this percen-
tage was even higher, reaching 65%. The positi-
ve changes observed in the approach to design
included: significantly increased awareness of
accessibility, in-depth understanding of the im-
portance of empathy in the entire design process,
adoption of the principles of inclusive design as
an intrinsic work standard, better understanding
of the complexity of how the design is received by
various user groups, as well as appreciation of the
key role of reliable research in design. The course
effectively changes students’ approach to design,
which constitutes clear evidence of its long-term
value in the education of future specialists in the
field of design.

The graduates and diploma students imple-
mented the principles of universal design in their

final works to varying degrees. For some of them,
universal design constituted the central concep-
tual framework which determined and organised
the entire creative process, whereas for others
these principles constituted an important, though
supplementary, element of their design methodo-
logy. However, all interviewees agreed that their
projects were not focused on their own creative
preferences, but on the real and diverse needs of
the user, prioritizing usability and functionality
over aesthetic values.

Respondents consistently stressed that desi-
gning with disabled persons in mind automati-
cally expanded accessibility for the general pu-
blic, including also such groups as the elderly or
parents with small children. They also pointed
out less obvious but just as important user gro-
ups, such as: children, people speaking languages
other than the dominant one, or women who
often are not included on a standard basis in the
context of exclusion.

The most valuable elements in the curriculum,
according to the interviewees, included: the
opportunity to delve into the principles of uni-
versal design in detail and become aware of its
critical importance for contemporary design, the
importance of research experience, learning new
techniques and analytical tools (and the possibili-
ty of their practical application in real projects), as
well as a comprehensive analysis of accessibility
and inclusivity through systematic observation of
physical and digital spaces.

The interviewees clearly saw that learning uni-
versal design translated into more inclusive de-
sign thinking and deeper awareness of ensuring
accessibility and functionality for all users. This
knowledge constitutes for them a solid basis in the
understanding of the full design cycle and shapes
the ability to thoroughly analyse needs. It develops
empathy and sensitivity to requirements of diverse
user groups, which in consequence leads to the cre-
ation of design solutions that are more sustainable
and ethical. The diploma students and graduates
surveyed are aware that universal design addres-
ses the growing needs of the contemporary world
and provides them with a significant competitive
advantage in the labour market.

Student design: universal playground
The design by students Justyna Senderek, Wiktoria
Springer, Ewelina Wojas and Agnieszka Wojtanow-
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ska constitutes an example of how design thinking
is used in the designing of public space accessible
for children with diverse developmental and func-
tional needs (Illustration 1, universal design classes
conducted by the authors of the article).

The starting point was the research conducted
at the empathising stage — the students identified
the needs and barriers encountered by children in
the urban space. The inspiration for the diagnosis
were previous design experiences, including the
design safari exercise — an exploratory method
consisting in the observation of space from the
point of view of people at risk of exclusion, which
made the students more sensitive to the absence
of inclusive solutions in the urban infrastructu-
re. Children of different ages participated in the
research, which enabled the students to capture
many perspectives.

Field studies were also an important element
of the process, including observations and in-
terviews with the children and their guardians,
the results of which have been analysed and col-
lated in a research plan encompassing the iden-
tification of users and the analysis of data collec-
ted. On their basis the students defined the most
important user needs such as the need for diverse
motor activity, sensory integration, rest, and spa-
tial orientation.

The ideation stage resulted in numerous ide-
as, which were then verified in the prototyping
phase. The universal playground model created
included a multi-level climbing structure, a swi-
ng, a tunnel-slide, sensory musical elements, and
a sand pit, as well as visually diverse surface with
colourful forms playing the role of orientation po-
ints. Students realise that the chessboard layout
does not meet the universal design requirements
— it was used in the prototype solely to enable the
authors to explain and visualize during usability
tests how the substrate would work when it also
took on an informational role.

The solutions proposed included:

e well-thought-out functional zones correspon-
ding to different forms of activity (motor, sen-
sory, social),

e visual and physical accessibility of play ele-
ments,

e leisure elements and introduction of greenery,

e clear and attractive spatial layout inspired by
the need for exploration.

The design is an example of a socially sensitive
approach to urban space and provides an excel-
lent illustration for the application of the prin-
ciples of universal design in educational practi-
ce. The students have designed a play area which
does not segregate children according to their
level of fitness but encourages shared activity
and cooperation. The principles of equitable use,
flexibility in use and size and space for approach
and use are clearly being implemented. The sen-
sory and visual diversity of elements supports
orientation in space and social development of
children. The inclusion of the social context also
constitutes a significant value of the design — the
playground has been designed as a place for inte-
gration, not rehabilitation, which is in line with
the principle of cultural and linguistic sensitivity.
Despite the very good level of attention to deta-
il in the concept, the design could be developed
further with regard to the principles of “toleran-
ce for error” and “simple and intuitive use™, e.g.
by developing safety markings or instructions for
use in more detail. Despite these minor shortco-
mings, the concept is very mature and cohesive,
showing that inclusivity could be the foundation
of an aesthetic, accessible and socially meanin-
gful design.

The design constitutes an example of the practi-
cal application of the principles of universal desi-
gn in design education, with the simultaneous de-
velopment of soft competences, such as empathy,
ability to cooperate and communicate. Thanks
to the inclusion of actual users and the iterative
nature of the work, the students have developed
a solution which may be a starting point for the
implementation, and at the same time fits into
the didactic goals of educating empathetic desi-
gners and designers aware of the role of accessibi-
lity in public space.

Diploma design: universal design in the space

of the Rakowicki Cemetery

Jakub Bartkowski’s diploma work, carried out in
the diploma studio of Oksana Shmygol and Julian
Wierzchowski, is an example of implementation
of the principles of universal design in public
spaces of particular cultural and historical value.
The topic of the project was to design a spatial
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information system and visual identification for
the Rakowicki Cemetery in Krakoéw, taking into
account the needs of people at risk of spatial exc-
lusion, using an approach based on empathy and
co-design with users with diverse functional ne-
eds, which is in line with the assumptions of uni-
versal design (Illustration 2).

The starting point was the analysis of public
infrastructure accessibility barriers identified
during an earlier design safari exercise. These
observations initiated an in-depth identifica-
tion of the needs of users — including persons in
wheelchairs, the elderly, carers of children and
people with sensory disabilities.

An important stage of the design process were
research walks — a qualitative method enabling
the researchers to directly experience the space
and identify user problems. The diploma student,
accompanying representatives of target groups,
had an opportunity to directly experience challen-
ges connected with moving around the cemetery.
He noticed, among other things, the absence of
information about accessible toilets — which for
people with reduced mobility is a key aspect when
planning a visit.

The field research was of exploratory and par-
ticipative nature, which enabled the author of the

Wejscie/wyjicie ‘ Tu jestes
Entrace/exit You are here

0 Pobér wody 0 Lokalizacja grobéw i pomnikéw

@ Toaleta Toaleta dostopna

(D Bariera architektoniczna (wysoki prég lub schody)

Fig. 2 Signage design for the Rakowicki Cemetery.
Author: Jakub Bartkowski.

design to verify the project assumptions in the spi-
rit of universal design in which the testing of hy-
potheses takes place through contacts with actual
users and not solely through own assumptions.
Simultaneously, a comparative analysis was con-
ducted — of both digital and physical information
systems in similar public spaces in other cities
(Warsaw, L6dz). The conclusions indicated a lack
of awareness of people with disabilities among
cemetery managers, which reflects a broader phe-
nomenon observed in many institutions where
people with disabilities are not treated as equal
users of space, which results in their marginaliza-
tion in infrastructural projects.

The solutions proposed included:

e maps and boards with lists of graves, designed
to meet various user needs (e.g. high-contrast
versions for the elderly and visually impaired,
translations for non-Polish speakers),

e signs indicating architectural barriers and
accessible toilets have been developed taking
into account the principles of information de-
sign, including appropriate contrast, content
hierarchy, selection of icons, font size and ava-
ilability of lighting, directional signs in Polish
and English,
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Fig. 3 Design of a guide book for the John Paul Il Airport in Balice.
Author: Daria tabedz.

e visual identification inspired by architectu-
ral details — stained glass windows from the
cemetery chapel.

Jakub Bartkowski’s diploma work deserves
particular recognition due to the combination
of cultural sensitivity with accessibility require-
ments. The author designed a spatial information
and visual information system for the Rakowicki
Cemetery by integrating functionality with re-
flection on user experience in the space of com-
memoration and sacrum. The design implements
well the principles of equitable use, simple and
intuitive use, perceptible information and cultu-
ral sensitivity — particularly through the use of
high-contrast maps, pictograms, translations, and
reference to the architectural details of the ceme-
tery. The comparative analysis of solutions from
other cities and the empirical identification of
architectural barriers in the field also constitute

a big advantage. The design could also be develo-
ped with regard to the principles of “low physical
effort” and “tolerance for error”, e.g. by designing
rest areas or clearer marking of zones that are
hard to access. Despite this, the work represents
a high level of social sensitivity and professiona-
lism, combining the functional dimension with
the symbolic and cultural one.

The Public Transport Board in Krakéw has
evaluated the design positively and expressed its
readiness to assume supervision over its imple-
mentation. This example shows how the univer-
sal design practice could be implemented effecti-
vely on the educational level through the contact
with actual users and through inclusion of their
experiences, which increases the chances for the
solutions developed being implemented and un-
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derscores the value of qualitative research in the
educational process.

Diploma design: Neurodiversity-Friendly Airport

The diploma work by Daria Labedz, prepared in
the studio of Zuzanna Lazarewicz and Kinga Bla-
schke, constitutes an example of the application
of universal design in an environment with a high
level of stimuli and complex spatial organisation.
The design concerned the creation of a system
supporting the independence of adults with an
autism spectrum disorder within the Krakéw-Ba-
lice airport, using an approach based on empathy
and co-design with users with different functio-
nal needs, which is in line with the assumptions
of universal design. (Illustration 3).

The design was inspired by the cooperation
with the Aviation Education Centre (Centrum
Edukacji Lotniczej) and the personal experien-
ces of the student as a highly sensitive person, as
well as the involvement of target group represen-
tatives and their readiness to cooperate highlight
the importance of the social rooting of the design
process. At the first stage, a series of in-depth in-
terviews with neurodiverse adults was conducted
because this type of method allows the capture
of nuances in the users’ experiences, particular-
ly in groups characterised by neurodiversity. The
diploma student developed her own research sce-
nario, focusing on clear language, open-ended
questions and non-directive approach, in accor-
dance with the assumptions of universal design
which promotes a shift away from the designer’s
own beliefs towards work based on research data.

The diploma student developed her own rese-
arch scenario, focusing on clear language, open-
-ended questions and non-directive approach,
in accordance with the assumptions of universal
design which promotes a shift away from the de-
signer’s own beliefs towards work based on rese-
arch data.

Based on the material collected, a set of solu-
tions was designed to support independent move-
ment around the terminal, including:

e step-by-step instructions for the most frequent
travel scenarios,

e information boards with a simplified structure,
set of original graphic icons,

e the navigation system has been based on the
principle of spatial stress reduction, as predic-

tability and limitation of stimuli are crucial
for people with cognitive difficulties functio-
ning in environments with a high level of sen-
sory stimulation.

Each of these elements was subject to utility
testing with representatives of the target group.
The student tested physical mockups, analysing
their understandability and functionality in a real
context, because testing with users in the target
environment significantly increases the relevance
and usability of the designed solutions.

The work by Daria Labedz stands out due to
its deep empathy and understanding of contem-
porary challengers connected with neurodiversi-
ty. The design, addressed to adults on the autism
spectrum, shows how universal design can sup-
port independence, reduce stress and improve the
comfort of moving around in a space with high
intensity of stimuli. The author implemented al-
most all the principles of universal design, in par-
ticular those relating to flexibility in use, simple
and intuitive use, perceptible information as well
as cultural and social sensitivity. The set of origi-
nal icons, step-by-step instructions and simplified
information boards has been tested with repre-
sentatives of the target group, which confirms the
effectiveness of the proposed solutions. The ethical
dimension of the research also constitutes a high
value of the project — it relies on empathy and tru-
st-based relations. In the future, the aspect of the
users’ physical contact (e.g. reference to rest area,
lighting, acoustics) could be developed in order
to fully implement the principle of “low physical
effort”. The design is an example of a mature, em-
pathetic and socially aware design in which visual
communication becomes the tool of real inclusion.

In the research process, the student faced con-
cerns related to communication — both her own
and that of the respondents. As she admits, she
had discovered many shared features with her
interviewees, which enabled her to build em-
pathy-based relationships. The stress-coping
strategies described by the participants were
a particular source of inspiration — unobvious
but effective, such as looking at cheeses in a su-
permarket, drinking coffee “to calm down”, or
walking barefoot — they show that unobvious
emotional regulation strategies can be inspiring
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for the creation of low-threshold, empathetic de-
sign solutions.

The project has become for the student an
opportunity to develop her research competences
and reflect on the role of a designer in the social
context. The activities completed show that de-
sign education may effectively support the buil-
ding of social sensitivity, and solutions designed
for one group may be useful for many because de-
sign education based on actual social challenges
supports the development of the social sensitivity
and design responsibility competences.

Summary

Universal design, as an interdisciplinary and
evolving paradigm, combines ethical, social and
aesthetic reflection in a single design process. Its
development — from Ronalda L. Mace’s archi-
tectural initiatives, through Victora Papanek’s
postulates concerning the designer’s responsi-
bility towards the planet and society, to contem-
porary social practices described by Ezio Manzi-
ni — shows that, today, design is becoming a tool
of developing a more equal and inclusive world.
The addition of the eighth principle — cultural,
linguistic and social sensitivity — widens this pa-
radigm, emphasising the need to allow for various
user contexts and to shift away from universalism
towards empathic design pluralism.

In design teaching, universal design takes
on special meaning as a tool for teaching social
competences, empathy and professional respon-
sibility. Combining it with the design thinking
methodology and the Project-Based Learning
approach enables the students to learn by do-
ing, and, at the same time, understand design
as a process based on research, reflection and
co-creation. The course completed shows that
interdisciplinary and iterative teaching appro-
ach develops both design skills and ethical atti-
tudes — teaching students to listen, observe, test

and adjust their own assumptions in response to
users’ actual needs.

The results of evaluation of the universal desi-
gn classes confirm their transformational impact
on students’ awareness. Both the quantitative
and qualitative data show that the participation
in the course lead to a permanent change in thin-
king about design — from individual expression
towards a social goal. Students declared an in-
crease in empathy, greater understanding of the
meaning of accessibility, as well as perception of
user studies as the key stage of the design pro-
cess. In the opinion of the graduates and diploma
students, universal design not only expands the
workshop but also constitutes a distinctive com-
petence in professional work and facilitates com-
munication with various user groups.

The analysis of three student designs described
— the inclusive playground, the spatial informa-
tion system for the Rakowicki Cemetery, and the
Neurodiversity-Friendly Airport design — shows
that the universal design principles may be effec-
tively applied in the designing of both physical
spaces and visual communication systems. All
three designs confirm that design based on co-
operation with users leads to the creation of actu-
ally useful and ethically rooted solutions.

— combines cultural sensitivi-
ty with perceptible information, constituting an
example of a balanced dialogue between the com-
memoration of a place and needs of contempora-
Iy users.

— combines cultural
sensitivity with perceptible information, constitu-
ting an example of a balanced dialogue between the
commemoration of a place and needs of contempo-
rary users.

— develops the principles
of simple use, predictability and stress reduction
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by proposing solutions based on empathy and co-
-creation together with neurodiverse people.

Together, these designs show that the appli-
cation of the eight principles of universal design
promotes the creation of solutions which not only
increase accessibility but also enrich the user’s
experience by building a space for shared parti-
cipation and understanding. The common deno-
minator of these activities is the conviction that
universal design does not limit creativity — on the
contrary, it becomes the source of innovation and
reflection about the social role of design.

To sum up, teaching experiences and results of
studies show that design education focused on uni-

versal design plays a transformative role — it chan-
ges the way students think about design, expands
the scope of their empathy and develops ethical
professional attitudes. It teaches responsibility
for the shape of social and spatial environment
in which we live. Universal design, transferred to
the field of education, is not just a method — it be-
comes an attitude that makes it possible to build
a more just, inclusive and empathetic world.

Agata Anacik-Kryza, PhD
Anna Sieron
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