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Abstract 
Studies on why and how to adopt inclusive approaches in design education usually 
focus on institutions or teachers that fully endorse the concept. Rarely, however, a voice 
is given to those offering resistance to teaching inclusive design. Nevertheless, insight in 
the arguments they put forward could be very helpful for policy makers, program 
directors and other actors to better understand such resistance. Gaining insight in these 
arguments was the very aim of the study reported here. It was conducted as part of a 
larger study that investigates whether and how inclusive design approaches can be 
integrated structurally and sustainably in all architecture programs offered in Flanders . 
Yet, the results may be transferable to other design disciplines and contexts as well. 
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1 Introduction 
This paper reports on one part of a larger study aimed at mapping and analysing the 
present situation of Universal Design (UD) in all six architecture programs in Flanders, 
commissioned by the regional authorities. Instead of focusing only on why and how three 
pioneering professional programs teach UD, we also tried to understand why the three 
university programs do not. This paper addresses only the latter, as we feel that this may 
provide useful insights to those working to implement UD.  

We conducted semi-structured interviews with the program directors or their 
representatives, a focus interview with teachers and document analysis of the programs. 
The interviews tried to establish the reasons why UD had not been implemented, or had 
not yet succeeded in gaining support: the presence of so-called ‘pioneers’, the 
curriculum’s aims and goals, the willingness to reform, and decision-making in the 
department were all covered during the interviews. The attitudes towards the concept 
and potential alternatives were also discussed, as was the wider subject of accessibility 
and governmental initiatives; these topics, however, were mostly mentioned 
spontaneously by the interviewees.  

The structure of the interviews was based on recent findings on institutional change 
[1] [2]. Research on mainstreaming sustainability education provided an extra 
framework, as UD and sustainability are often mentioned together and indeed share 
some characteristics [3]. In interpreting our findings, this literature proved helpful as well.  
 



2 Why not? 
2.1 UD as a concept 
Although ‘accessibility’ is generally seen as an important societal issue, none of the 
interviewees perceived the need to address it more extensively in their program. Even if 
there were a strong need for such a change, it still remains to be seen whether UD 
would come out as the obvious solution. The concept as such is not widely accepted and 
some of its ideas are received sceptically. Some view the topic as rather unscientific: it is 
considered to be a set of good intentions, but rarely surpassing that level. They point at 
the weakness of the social model of disability underlying UD: it is simply impossible to 
adapt the environment completely to the users. Besides, they remark, technology can 
solve many problems, but does not always fit the UD concept because these solutions 
are assumed to cause stigma. Adaptability is deemed more important by one 
interviewee: it is hard to justify that all users should be ‘penalized’ for UD; the possibility 
to adapt the building to every user can be justified more easily than a ‘universally 
accessible’ design whose capacities are underused. Unsurprisingly, one program has 
therefore chosen adaptability as a main research and design theme.  

This is in line with the general critique that UD is utopian, and that it is impossible to 
really design for everyone, so designers can only strive to limit the damage. While this 
comment is not surprising, it reveals a certain scepticism about UD as a design 
philosophy.  
 
2.2 The specific nature of university education 
Unlike the three pioneering professional programs, which closely collaborate around UD 
education, the universities hardly pay attention to the concept. At one university an 
elective course on UD is offered to Master students. While the students appreciated this 
course rather well, they acknowledged the isolation of UD as a subject within the 
department and its relative importance in the general curriculum. 

All three interviewees seem to assume that their programs clearly differ from the 
professional programs. The specific nature of university education is research-based 
and academic, they argue: students receive a thorough and broad scientific education, 
which should enable them to integrate the necessary concepts and standards in their 
designs. UD can be one concept amongst many, but not directive.  

From the ‘academic’ point of view the need for further scientific research on different 
aspects of UD—or user-centred design in general—is put forward, on condition that the 
concept can never be exclusive of other design philosophies. At two universities 
research is already being conducted at Master and/or PhD level.  

According to one interviewee, UD is difficult to introduce in the learning process if 
students are to receive a broad scientific education without drowning in a sea of extra 
constraints. It is simply impossible for a program, he contends, to deliver perfect 
architects: their real development starts only after graduation, and this requires a 
sufficient scientific basis. Moreover, during their education students lack the knowledge 
and experience to address all factors and issues. As one interviewee put it, one cannot 
expect from students to be able to design like professionals. Focusing heavily on UD in 
the curriculum would hamper the development of the necessary knowledge and skills. 



Besides, it is argued, not every graduate needs to be UD specialist. Increasingly 
designing has become teamwork to the extent that specialists and advisors can and 
must be consulted for specific aspects of the design.  

Still, the university programs’ goals and outcomes show explicit room for ‘societal 
consciousness’, yet this principle is not translated into the curriculum’s practical 
implementation. Nevertheless the interviewees feel that consciousness about 
‘accessibility’ should be a basic attitude, prompted by common sense. All too often, one 
interviewee contends, it is regarded as a solution to a problem, whereas actually it is a 
change in mentality that makes certain ‘solutions’ superfluous. Sensitisation about the 
topic is therefore considered very important, for two reasons: students are unaware of 
functionality and should learn to consider other users than themselves; also, many 
students start the program with a design fetishism, which hampers taking users into 
account. Functionality, and thus also accessibility, should be a basic attitude among 
(future) designers, although there is some scepticism whether this can be acquired in the 
course of an architecture program: the awareness grows with (practical) experience, it is 
contended, and implementing UD in the programme would not change that. 

 
2.3 The program 
An argument against implementing UD that was repeatedly mentioned is lack of time: a 
year program can cover only 60 credits (one credit representing 25 to 30 hours of work). 
Students should acquire a thorough scientific basis first, to build upon in their further 
education, before becoming acquainted with an abundance of standards, regulations 
and guidelines. In addition the design studios, which represent a considerable amount of 
time, are to keep their central place in the programme. In short, within the limited 
curriculum space choices must be made: a choice for UD would either overload the 
programme unnecessarily or imply dropping other topics.  

However, lack of time plays not only at curriculum level: teachers have neither time 
nor possibilities to design and implement such a program change. Organisational 
limitations thus turn out to be a major source of resistance. This resistance is reinforced 
by the recently completed curriculum reform following the European ‘Bologna 
Declaration’, which has left several departments suffering from ‘reform fatigue’. In the 
same vein it is argued that the departments are lacking the necessary staff to implement 
UD, be it as a specialist in the subject, or as an agent to guide the curricular change 
process.  

 
2.4 UD, society and the authorities 
All interviewees considered UD as a component of a much broader problem: the 
accessibility and other standards imposed by the authorities. Although this topic 
transcends the scope of our study, it proved to be highly relevant and important in most 
interviews. One program director aptly expressed his feeling about our research stating 
that the regional authorities had picked the wrong target when commissioning the study. 
Rather than architects or education, society at large—and clients in particular—should 
be the focus of their actions. As long as ‘accessibility’ is not explicitly rewarded—or 
penalized—in design competitions or commissions, there is little use in investing in it. 
Clients often demand the impossible—meeting all standards and the lowest possible 



price—and are not inclined to extra investments for reasons of principle. Although most 
interviewees acknowledge that (future) architects have an important role to play, 
sensitising clients should not only depend on them. The implementation of UD should be 
part of a broader policy, including financial efforts. One interviewee proposed a ‘trickle 
down’ scenario: the authorities should target not (only) education, but (also) practice and 
set a good example by making high demands in their own projects. As a result the 
demand for expertise in accessibility (UD) in the professional field will grow, for which 
education can (help) provide the supply. 

Government standardization is felt to be important, but scepticism is widespread: one 
must avoid that accessibility becomes ‘one extra piece to be fit into the design puzzle’. 
Instead of purely negative formulations, which only indicate the minimum requirements 
and reduce ‘accessibility’ to a checklist, a formula should be found that leaves room for 
and actively stimulates improvements and creativity. This would counter the scepticism 
about the growing amount of rules and respect the architect’s expertise. Flexibility is 
frequently mentioned as well. As for the recent energy performance standard, one could 
think of a score system with a compulsory minimum, and higher scores that can be 
required in public commissions or mutually agreed upon by client and architect. This 
would also take into account the distinction between private and public market, in which 
different standards apply. Avoiding arbitrariness is necessary, however. If some elbow 
room is left for personal initiative or judgment, but this is not supported or stimulated by 
controlling bodies, it may encourage an escape into the familiar. 
 

3 Discussion 
When analysing the interviews and other sources from an educational viewpoint, the 
universities clearly miss the impetus for initiating curricular change: the need for change, 
the feeling that there is an issue to be addressed, is hardly present. During the 
interviews critical comments were made that transcend the scope of UD in education. 
These can be grouped around the meaning of ‘accessibility’ for architectural practice and 
society at large. Although improving inclusion and participation in society indeed cannot 
depend on education alone, this opinion may reflect a form of shedding responsibility or 
a lack of identification with the problem. In this respect the objections faced by the 
advocates of UD strongly resemble those encountered by the sustainability movement. 
This movement too complained about a lack of understanding, expressed in such 
considerations as being a rather fuzzy concept. The (perceived) absence of a sound 
scientific basis was strongly critiqued, while institutions pointed at a lack of personnel to 
deal with the subject and a lack of resources to initiate change [3]. At the universities 
studied, UD is facing the same problems: as a topic still limited to (at best) a handful of 
pioneers, it is struggling to break through, although grassroots initiatives like an optional 
course or research at Master and PhD level seem to gain ground. Yet, the feeling that 
awareness about ‘accessibility’ should be a basic attitude and the dislike for prescriptive 
regulations reveal a certain sensitivity, suggesting that part of the scepticism towards UD 
is based on poor communication on the subject. Still it remains an open question 
whether a shared opinion on these issues would translate into embracing  
 the concept as a whole. 



Promising as the grassroots initiatives might seem, there are also institutional factors 
inhibiting innovation. These partly overlap with earlier findings, but also add new 
elements into the analysis. Andrew Hannan [2] identified several factors obstructing the 
implementation of innovation in universities: 

1. low esteem of teaching and learning, compared with research; 
2. lack of recognition and interest by colleagues and people in authority; 
3. institutional or other policies and action plans laying down firm directions that 

precluded individual, alternative initiatives; 
4. excessively bureaucratic procedures for approval, support and resources; and 
5. quality assessment procedures that inhibit risk taking. 

Factors 1, 2 and 4 can be retraced quite easily in our study. The heavily defended 
‘unique nature’ of university education and the emphasis on a broad, academic 
curriculum inhibit the acceptance of UD as a guiding paradigm in the program. Somehow 
this resembles an attitude found in academic medical education before major reforms 
were pushed through: the assumption that behaviour follows from knowledge or, in other 
words, that well educated architects would automatically be able to address accessibility 
issues. [4] Although this assumption may be somewhat naïve, the focus on research 
provides some opportunities for UD: as a research topic it is (or would be) accepted, 
which could be a bridgehead in the curriculum. Furthermore, part of the resistance 
seems to be based in a perceived need of distinguishing the universities from the 
professional, non-university architecture programs. Following recent reforms instigated 
by the Bologna declaration, the latter are moving closer to the universities, which is 
perceived as threatening by several staff and faculty members. Stressing a strong 
academic identity can thus be interpreted as a defensive strategy against a possible loss 
of standing once the non-university institutions will be put on an equal footing. 

The isolated position (or lack) of pioneers, the resulting low visibility of UD within the 
faculty units and curricula, and scepticism about the concept itself result in a failure to 
gain recognition for UD (factor 2). This too stresses the possibilities of using research as 
an access into the program: gaining ground by doing research and promoting UD as a 
valuable topic might enhance visibility and respect. 

Finally the ‘reform fatigue’ among academic staff is a major obstacle to the 
implementation of UD (factor 4): having to renegotiate the curriculum again is not an 
attractive prospect. This feeling is reinforced by two other factors: the faculty sees itself 
as scientists before anything else, and looks down upon ‘administrative’ work; moreover 
external interference in the form of new government regulations to be implemented is 
very unpopular and usually only grudgingly complied with. These results indicate that 
change processes need to be supported by and preferably embedded within a larger 
project, providing the necessary support without becoming too patronising or taking 
ownership of the reforms. Recent research in Europe, for instance, suggests that UD is 
implemented in education more successfully, i.e. with a lasting effect, when part of a 
larger project. The results of projects in, e.g., Scandinavia seem to corroborate this 
conclusion [5] [6] [7]. Such projects should provide the necessary support to implement 
change, but also focus on providing information and raising awareness, which still 
proves to be a problem.  

Surprisingly—given the reluctance to accept external interference—factor 5 is not 
confirmed : quality assurance procedures are seen as a catalyst for implementing UD. 



When asked, all interviewees admitted that explicitly mentioning ‘accessibility’, perhaps 
even UD—or any other ‘sustainable’ topic—in the regional quality assurance procedure 
would be a means of raising awareness among teaching and administrative staff, on 
condition that they were left substantial freedom to implement the topic as they would 
see fit. However, this willingness to accept such external standards could be no more 
than formal compliance, when in reality they want nothing more than to continue as 
before. 

All factors mentioned above produce curricula and policies that leave little room for 
UD (factor 3): this is due not to a deliberate choice, but more to the failure of UD of 
breaking through into the mainstream. UD as such is not barred, and neither are 
personal initiatives, but lots of work is needed if one wants UD to be implemented in the 
three university programs. Some strategies might be adopted, such as using research as 
an access, raising awareness, working with projects or using quality assurance 
procedures. First of all, however, it is necessary to establish why and how resistance to 
UD in the curriculum originated.  
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