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Abstract
The design studio plays a central role in 

how architecture students learn to become 
architects. Because of the particular kinds 
of knowledge involved in designing, and the 
corresponding ways of learning and teach-
ing adopted in the design studio, interaction 
between the design studio and theoretical 
courses is not always straightforward, de-
spite their mutual relevance. The present 
paper documents and reflects on an attempt 
at reinforcing the interaction between a par-
ticular design studio and a theoretical 
course, with special attention to inclusive 
design. Analysis of the students’ work for 
the design studio and the theoretical 
course, and feedback from other stakehold-
ers involved, suggests that students who at-
tended both demonstrated a more nuanced 
understanding of the issues addressed in the 

theoretical course, and a more responsive 
design process. While it would be vainly 
ambitious to claim that there was theory 
produced out of this one cross-course ex-
periment, the analysis shows that the inter-
action between designing in the studio and 
theoretical reflection in the course raised 
interesting questions and triggered valuable 
insights, not only about inclusive design, 
but also about the nature of design in 
general. 

Introduction
In an article significantly titled ‘Design-

erly ways of knowing’, Nigel Cross (1982) 
postulated that design has its own distinct 
“things to know, ways of knowing them and 
ways of finding out about them”. In the past 

decades, design researchers have tried to 
gain an articulate understanding of what 
these are. To give one example, designers—
in architecture as in other design domains—
have been found to work in a solution-ori-
ented rather than a problem-oriented way; 
that is, they tend to learn about the nature 
of a problem as a result of formulating a 
tentative solution for it, rather than by ana-
lysing the problem at stake (Cross, 2006). 
These distinct “things to know, ways of 
knowing them and ways of finding out 
about them” may explain why architecture 
programs (and educational programs in 
other design domains, for that matter) are 
structured in a way that is rather atypical in 
higher education. Central to most architec-
ture programs is the design studio, where 
students work on (more or less) realistic de-
sign assignments, tutored by more experi-
enced designers. At the same time, how-
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and support group for disabled people. Due 
to changes in how disability is understood 
and the fact that disabled people are no 
longer supposed to be isolated into environ-
ments specially designed for them, a major 
renovation was decided in 2011: Most of the 
existing structure (fig. 2,3) is considered 
serving the outdated approach and therefore 
will be demolished (fig. 4). Two hundred 
new houses for Siza clients together with 
200 new houses for other residents will be 
built, accompanied with all necessary com-
mon support functions for care and other 
public programs, aiming to establish a lively 
mix of functions and people..1
The masterplan was developed by the office 
of Andries Geerse Stedenbouwkundige in 
cooperation with Landschap in verander-
ing, Royal Haskoning and Kara Consult, 
and commissioned by Siza, Groot Klim-
mendaal, De Onderwijsspecialisten, ROC 
Rijn IJssel and the municipality of Arnhem. 
In fact it is not a traditional masterplan, but 
an open-ended plan based on a bottom-up 
analysis and research of what programmatic 
and design approach could be adopted. The 
urban planners initiated workshops with 
current inhabitants, neighbours, and deci-
sion makers in a process of participatory 
programming and design. Through these 
workshops the new identity of ’The Village’ 
was formed: ”a special normal 
neighbourhood”. 
Quoting the urban planners: “The opening 
of The Village was an important step in the 
emancipation of people with a handicap. 
They got their own house in their own 
neighborhood. The design from 1963 was 
not the end of the emancipation process, 
however. The residents of The Village think 
it’s time for the next step, turning the closed 
institutional site into a special normal 
neighborhood! (fig. 5,6) The ‘normal’ is for a 
neighborhood in which people live, work 
and relax next to and with each other. The 
‘special’ means that you can live here inde-
pendently, also when you need some extra 
assistance. Residents can call for help from 
a neighborhood centre, one of the ameni-
ties on the new village square that will grow 
into a lively space where there will always be 
something to do. Not only for residents of 
The Village, but for the neighbors from sur-
rounding areas as well.”2

Design studio 
objectives
The design studio focused on the centre 

of the area (fig. 7), where the students were 
asked to give proposals for the programme 
defined by the masterplan: physiotherapy, 
doctors and pharmacies, restaurant, shop, 
small businesses, atelier, nursery, day-activ-
ity room and houses.
The design studio advocated that accessibil-
ity is not the adaption of ideas to regula-
tions. The mechanisms of the production of 
ideas were reinvestigated as an alternative 
design approach. After studying the needs 
of the individual inhabitants through a 
workshop with their representatives, these 
were translated into a design toolbox for the 
production of an adequate and flexible envi-
ronment. Accessibility, then, was redefined 
as the adaptability of the system to the 
needs of each individual, elevating individu-
al needs from requesting to adapt an idea to 
idea generators. 
The directive that was given to the students 
was also that we do not do either ‘human-
centred’ design (often mistaken as indiffer-
ent architecture) or ‘designer-centred’ (of-
ten considered as significant, expert and 
aesthetically superior) but both. Through-
out the entire semester it was made clear to 
the students that we do not work with ‘ei-
ther-or’ but with ‘and’ situations. In this 
sense, a special concern was the relationship 
of inside and outside, the landscape and the 
building, the able-bodied and the disabled 
users, the image and the identity, in a back 
and forth travel through different scales that 
gave emphasis to the concept rather than 
the aesthetics. 

Elective course 
objectives
The overall objective of the elective 

course entitled ‘Design theories & meth-
ods, capita selecta’ is to introduce students 
in the actual developments and research ac-
tivities in the domain of design research. In 
2011-12 the objective was more specifically 
to give students insight in the theoretical 

ever, architecture programmes typically 
feature a more or less elaborate collection of 
theoretical courses, addressing topics as di-
verse as architectural history and building 
physics. 
The present paper documents and reflects 
on the interaction between a particular de-
sign studio and a theoretical course, and 
their respective the “things to know”, “ways 
of knowing” and “ways of finding out”. 
Both were offered to the students attending 
the 1st Master year Architectural Design at 
KU Leuven during the period of Septem-
ber-December 2011. The theme of the de-
sign studio was the design of the centre of a 
multifunctional area and community care 
facility, combining housing for disabled and 
able-bodied people with public functions. 
The theoretical course is an elective courses 
on inclusive design, a particular design ap-
proach that acknowledges the diversity in 
people’s abilities and conditions. 
The aim of this paper is to reflect on where 
these two courses—one design studio and 
the theoretical course—met, and to evaluate 
their interaction both in terms of process 
and outcome. After introducing the objec-
tives of both courses—the studio and the 
theoretical course, the paper documents 
and analyses the interaction between both. 
This analysis is based on the work delivered 
by students (design projects for the design 
studio and papers for the theoretical course) 
as well as feedback from other stakeholders 
involved. 

The two courses
A brief from a ‘real’ client for ‘real’ users. 

The theme of the design studio was the de-
sign of the centre of the area ‘The Village’ 
(‘Het Dorp’) in the west of the city of Arn-
hem (NL), an introverted residential area 
and community care facility that hosts disa-
bled people since the 1960s and is now 
changing into a multifunctional area that 
addresses all users. 
The initiative to build ‘The Village’ was tak-
en by Dr. Arie Klapwijk (1921-2008), who 
gathered 12 million guilders through a tel-
evision program named ‘Open the Village’ 
(26-27 November 1962) (fig. 1). ‘The Village’ 
is now managed by Siza, a Gelderland care 
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1
The building and 
opening of “The village” 
(Het Dorp) by a 
fundraising on Dutch 
national television.

2-4
Het Dorp: existing 
situation (photo and 
plan) and proposed 
masterplan
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5
Article about the “New 
Village” in Dutch 
newspaper 
“Trouw”(20/06/2011) 
with a picture of a 
postbox at wheelchair 
height and inhabitant 
Tom Bentvelzen 

6
The cover of the 
booklet of the new 
masterplan by AGS

7
The central area of the 
new masterplan, where 
the students of the 
architecture studio 
worked on. 
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one week and included: (1) a one day as-
signment for an analysis (researched 
through bibliography) of an existing well-
known building (given in a list) not neces-
sarily designed for disabled people; (2) a 
visit to a relevant building in nearby area, 
hosted by a disabled person and an analysis 
of this visit, (fig. 8-12); (3) a workshop with a 
small group of current inhabitants in ‘Het 
Dorp’ hosted by Siza and Andries Geerse 
Stedenbouwkundige, where the brief was 
enriched with wishes of the users (fig. 13-15): 
an ice-cream tent, a library, a post office, a 
dance-room, a bike-repair shop, a bakery
During the analysis assignment students 
were asked to analyse examples of excep-
tional architecture, that is also very human-
driven and ‘user’s wishes’-initiated. such as 
‘Maison à Bordeaux’ designed by Rem 
Koolhaas, or deals in a prototypical way 
with issues of accessibility and parking such 
as the ‘Urban mountain’ in Copenhagen 
designed by BIG. Other examples that were 
analysed included the Ed Roberts Campus 
in Berkeley, California, designed by Leddy 
Maytum Stacy Architects, and the Bikuben 
student house in Copenhagen, designed by 
Aart architects3. The lectures included guest 
lectures on inclusive design organised in the 
context of the elective course and lectures 
by the design tutor on issues relevant to the 
scale of the project (such as systematization 
of typology, parking types, landscape, 
square typologies etc). The tutorials were 
organised in the form of week assignments 
in order to intensify creative productivity 
and stimulate discussion between students 
through frequent presentations. A blog, as a 
communication platform, helped in the dis-
cussion and cohesion of the group.4 
The elective course combined a series of 
guest lectures by researchers, professional 
architects and user/experts5 with a set of as-
signments. These assignments include seek-
ing (1) examples or counterexamples of in-
clusive design in their own environment, (2) 
visiting and analyzing a university building 
in collaboration with a user/expert (fig. 16-

19), and (3) analyzing an own design project 
in collaboration with the same user/expert. 
User/experts include students, staff mem-
bers and visitors using a wheelchair, having 
difficulty walking, being blind or having low 
vision, or having a diagnosis on the autism 
spectrum. At the end of the semester, each 

student writes an individual paper reflecting 
on the strengths and weakness of inclusive 
design.
 Three elements deserve extra attention 
while summarizing the collaboration:
The students started the design course with 
visiting a disabled person at and interview-
ing him/her about their personal space, and 
presenting their analysis in the form of a pa-
per and PowerPoint presentation to their 
colleague students. 
The students attending the elective course 
visited and analysed a university building 
accompanied by a user/expert (disabled 
student, staff member or visitor), and dis-
cussed the findings of their analysis with the 
other students attending the course and 
built environment professionals of the uni-
versity’s technical services.
They finished the elective course with pre-
senting an own design project to the same 
user/expert, asking for their feedback, and 
reporting their findings in a written docu-
ment. The students that were following both 
courses chose to present their project for 
the design studio and got feedback from the 
user/expert. In one case, the user/expert 
was the same person as in the visits at the 
start of the design studio,.
To some extent, then, the interaction be-
tween the two courses—the design studio 
and the elective course—can be described as 
a ‘looping process’, starting with an analysis 
of users’ needs and ending with users’ 
evaluation. 

Reflection
Through the interaction between the de-

sign studio and the elective course insights 
were gained at different levels:
At the level of the individual student, at-
tending the elective course seemed to ben-
efit their design studio work. Striking was 
the difference in the final design projects 
between the students who attended the 
elective course and (some of) the other stu-
dents, especially in terms of how they inter-
preted the program or how they dared to 
question the program, the landscape and 
the given masterplan (fig. 20,21). The pro-
gram requested by Siza demanded 46 acces-
sible apartments for their clients and 50 

and practical aspects of inclusive design, “a 
general approach to designing in which de-
signers ensure that their products and ser-
vices address the needs of the widest pos-
sible audience, irrespective of age or ability” 
(Design Council 2009). Or, formulated 
slightly differently, “design of mainstream 
products and/or services that are accessible 
to, and usable by, people with the widest 
range of abilities within the widest range of 
situations without the need for special ad-
aptation or design” (BS 7000-6 2005). Oth-
er terms used for this design approach are 
Universal Design (US and Japan) and De-
sign for All (Europe).
After having attended this course, students 
are expected to:

 - have insight in the theoretical aspects 
and principles of inclusive design and be 
able to distinguish these from related 
concepts such as accessibility;

 - have insight in the practical applications 
of inclusive design, as well as in the re-
search domains related to inclusive de-
sign and the research questions at stake 
there;

 - be able to apply the principles of inclu-
sive design through analysis of an existing 
building and their own design in collabo-
ration with expert-users;

 - be able to critically reflect on the theo-
retical and practical aspects of inclusive 
design and to substantiate this critique. 

The design studio was not only about inclu-
sive design. It embraced all the issues that 
students have to address in the fourth year 
of architecture studies. Neither was the 
elective course about inclusive design only. 
It expects that students learn to build a criti-
cal reflection on theoretical and practical 
aspects of a design approach. The latter is 
important for the students themselves as for 
the design approach at issue. Rob Imrie 
(2011) points out that, in case of inclusive 
design, such critical reflection on the theo-
retical and conceptual components under-
pinning the design approach remain limited 
so far.

Approach and 
collaboration 
techniques
The design course combined an intro-

ductory workshop with a series of lectures 
and tutorials in the form of week assign-
ments. The introductory workshop lasted 

8

9

8-12
Students’ visits to 
disabled people in their 
home environment 

13-15
Students’ visit and 
workshop with 
inhabitants in Het Dorp, 
October 2011
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Students visiting 
university buildings with 
user/experts
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20

20-21
“Artificial Landscapes 
01”, by the students 
Lysanne van de Weerd 
and Marjon Marx. A 
proposal for the centre 
of the “New Village” 
(“Het Nieuwe Dorp”) in 
Arnhem, Architectural 
Design 1st master year, 
KULeuven

22-24
“The Crack”, by the 
students Lore Verhulst 
and Valerie van der 
Linden, A proposal for 
the centre of the “New 
Village” (“Het Nieuwe 
Dorp”) in Arnhem, 
Architectural Design 1st 
master year, KULeuven

21

family apartments for other residents. Stu-
dents who attended the elective course, 
however, provided a mix of 96 accessible 
units for singles, couples, and families with 
children, treating all units in the same way. 
Students who attended the elective course 
explicitly considered also sensory qualities 
as points of attention in their design pro-
jects. For example two students had de-
signed small flower gardens interwoven with 
the circulation pattern where the smell 
could be a subjective guide for the users 
with limited vision (fig. 22-24). Sensible 
qualities were also present, especially in de-
tailing. For example the colour distinction 
of every floor’s balustrade or doors could be 
a perception quality for users with limited 
mental abilities (fig. 25-27).6 As one of the 
students noticed in a paper written in the 
context of the elective course: “Now the ig-
norance gradually decreases, we’re more 
capable of taking better design decisions, 

instead of leaving the judgment to norma-
tive requirements.” One student ascribes 
this decreasing ignorance to an important 
extent to the interaction with user/experts 
in situ: “I think that the second task [of the 
elective course], the analysis of integral ac-
cessibility of an existing building, was the 
most instructive because working with an 
experienced user is enormously enriching 
our knowledge”.
There were also good projects in terms of 
design, flexibility and aesthetic issues from 
students that did not attend the elective 
course. During the final presentation of the 
design studio, however, we noticed that 
these were rejected by the client, with the 
explanation that either they seem to be very 
‘institutionalized’, resembling a hotel or 
even a resort-clinic (fig. 28-29) or they are 
too similar to the existing situation (fig. 30). 
On the other hand, attending the design 
studio seemed to benefit the elective course 

as well. As one student wrote in her paper: 
““This year we had the possibility to follow 
a design studio on inclusive design […]. It is 
an ultimate opportunity to investigate how 
the approach differs from the ‘normal’ and 
taught approach. How is the human body 
dealt with? Are there fundamental differ-
ences?” Through the interaction with the 
design studio, the elective course did not 
address a topic far removed from their daily 
reality, but a design approach they were get-
ting hand-on experience with. Judging from 
the students’ papers, students who took the 
design studio seemed to display a much 
more nuanced (and realistic) understanding 
of inclusive design than their colleague stu-
dents not taking the studio, and of how if 
differs from the way in which they had been 
designing so far. Quoting one of the stu-
dents: “The design approach was not ex-
plicitly different. The main difference be-
tween the design assignment on inclusive 
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30

29

28

25-27
Facilities and housing 
building in the centre of 
the “New Village”, a 
proposal by the student 
Lysanne van de Weerd. 
The use of color helps 
people with mental 
problems and reduced 
vision to orientate in a 
playfull form of 
building.

28-29
“Artificial Landscapes 
02”, by the students 
Javier Ortiz Temprado 
and Victoria Garnica. A 
proposal for the centre 
of the “New Village” 
(“Het Nieuwe Dorp”) in 
Arnhem, Architectural 
Design 1st master year, 
KULeuven

30
“Dispersed into 
landscape”, by the 
students Andrian 
Pascale Willems, Pietro 
Cesari. A proposal for 
the centre of the “New 
Village” (“Het Nieuwe 
Dorp”) in Arnhem, 
Architectural Design 1st 
master year, KULeuven
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26
27

design and the former design assignments 
turned out to lie mainly in the fact that the 
target group for which we had to design was 
known. This conclusion was drawn in a 
conversation with all participating students 
after the jury. The students concluded that 
designing for people instead of working with 
given norms is actually crucial. Knowing for 
whom one is designing specifically forms 
the guideline in the design. One designs for 
someone and develops a design vision in 
this way. More attention is paid to details 
and the experience/experiential value of 
spaces: aspects that are appreciated by the 
users. As a result, the design can be more 
than its aesthetic value/quality. The stu-
dents preferred this approach.”
By attending the design course students de-
veloped a systematic way of working on ap-
proaching typology (fig. 31-33) for disabled 
people: The “types” of housing units they 
developed are not a number of fixed plans 
(eg. type A, type B etc) that correspond to 
normative requirements and can be auto-
matically and endlessly repeated on one or 
more floors. It rather creates a system that 

can adapt to the maximum possibilities of 
change, and when it does, it can generate a 
lot of flexible subtypes that fulfil individual 
needs. This helped the students understand 
that inclusive designing is less thinking in 
terms of design solutions that solve a prob-
lem (or even “gadgets”, as students often 
interpret furnishing for transformable envi-
ronments) and more thinking in terms of 
flexible systems. 
At a more general level, the interaction be-
tween the design studio and the elective 
course contributed to a more articulate un-
derstanding of how inclusive design differs 
from accessibility or the design for disabled 
people. We noticed that students who did 
not take the elective course seemed to focus 
more on accessibility issues in their design 
(fig. 34). Students that took the elective 
course elaborated more often one type of 
house for all users, whether disabled or 
able-bodied, (fig. 35) rather than two differ-
ent types that “clash” (fig. 36). As one stu-
dent wrote: “It took me somewhat by sur-
prise that the design process remained the 
same. The power of inclusive design is to be 
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34

35

31-33
A system for flexible 
typologies for houses 
for disabled and 
able-bodied persons. 
From left to right, 
proposals from the 
students Marjon Marx, 
Joran Marijsse and 
Pietro Cesari

34
Typologies with easy 
accessibility by 
wheelchair, proposal by 
student Helena Bellis

35
Students that took the 
elective course 
elaborated more often 
one type of house for all 
users, whether disabled 
or able-bodied. 
Proposal by student 
Marjon Marx

36
Students that did not 
follow the elective 
course elaborated more 
often two different 
types of housing that 
“clash”. Proposal by 
student Andrian 
Marmolejo Clarhe found in a general awareness. It is more 

than taking accessibility into account. It is 
taking into account the different wishes, ca-
pacities and limitations without creating a 
specialised architecture. A lot of attention 
should be paid to detailing and the experi-
ential value of spaces that can be appreci-
ated by everyone.” Beyond the focus on in-
clusive design, the interaction between the 
design studio and the elective course also 
triggered more fundamental reflections on 
the nature of architectural design, and the 
role of human aspects therein. As one stu-
dent wrote in her paper: How should we de-
sign for others if we only have our own experi-
ences to rely on?
To conclude, we could say that, to some ex-
tent, there was theory ‘delivered’ to the de-
sign studio, but did the design studio con-
tribute to theory development? It would be 
vainly ambitious to claim that there was 
theory produced out of this one cross-
course experiment. In our point of view 
these collaborations between theoretical 
courses and design studios on inclusive de-
sign may contribute (each time they are re-
peated) to the ‘building’ of a case base on 
inclusive design initiated and analysed by 
users/experts: not only the realized projects 
analyzed by the students, but also fresh and 
innovative ideas from the students are tested 
and criticized by users/experts. In our am-
bition the repetition, enrichment and im-
provement of this collaboration could con-
tribute to a kind ‘users-driven’ interactive 
and open-ended inclusive design toolbox 
for designers for all scales, from urban and 
landscape to architectural and industrial 
design.
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Notes

1 http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Het_Dorp_(Arn-
hem) accessed on 10.05.2012

2 http://www.welovethecity.eu/en/portfolio/
the-village-arnhem#/masterplan-in-short 
accessed on 10.05.2012

3 A sample of the analysis workshop on existing 
buildings can be viewed on http://normalspecial-
village.blogspot.com/2011/10/about-building.
html

4 http://normalspecialvillage.blogspot.com

5 Elaine Ostroff (1997) introduced the term user/
expert to denote “anyone who has developed 
natural experience in dealing with the challenges 
of our built environment”

6 Sensible and Sensory qualities are here 
distinguished according to Levine’s (2001, p.179) 
distinction of ‘redness’ and ‘reddishness’. 
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