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Il volume affronta il tema degli spazi pubblici come 
luoghi in cui poter vivere una esperienza spaziale 
autonoma e non segregante, attraverso riflessioni 
e proposte raccolte in forma di contributi per il Con-
vegno Internazionale dal titolo Strade per la gente, 
organizzato a Venezia il 7 novembre 2025. 
Il Convegno nasce dalla volontà del cluster Accessi-
bilità Ambientale della Società Italiana della Tecno-
logia dell’Architettura SITdA di dare continuità agli 
incontri di confronto organizzati negli ultimi anni sui 
temi del benessere psicofisico e dell’autonomia di 
vita delle persone, per migliorare sempre di più il 
mondo dell’architettura ai fini dell’inclusività.

The volume addresses the theme of public spaces as 
places where people can experience spatial autono-
my and non-segregating environments. It brings to-
gether reflections and proposals presented as papers 
to the International Conference Streets for People, 
held in Venice on November 7, 2025.
The Conference originates from the desire of the Acces-
sibilità Ambientale (Environmental Accessibility) clus-
ter of the Società Italiana di Tecnologia dell’Architettura 
(SITdA) to continue the series of meetings held in re-
cent years on the themes of psychophysical wellbeing 
and people’s life autonomy, with the aim of increas-
ingly improving inclusivity in architecture.
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Teaching Accessibility as “Cultural Posture” 
through Innovative Pedagogies and 
Methodologies. The Case of an Academic 
Program to Rethink Campus as Urban Space
Insegnare l’accessibilità come “postura 
culturale” attraverso pedagogie e metodologie 
innovative: il caso di un programma universitario 
per ripensare il campus come spazio urbano

L’accessibilità, intesa come principio, può essere compresa quale “postura culturale” di una società che mira a 
garantire che ogni individuo – indipendentemente da età, genere, provenienza, o abilità fisiche, sensoriali o co-
gnitive – possa partecipare ed essere incluso nella vita sociale (Besio et al., 2023). Pur essendo spesso associato a 
elementi infrastrutturali, tale concetto incide in misura crescente sulle dimensioni culturali e politiche, influenzan-
do tutti gli ambienti e le attività umane. Questa comprensione in evoluzione dell’accessibilità ha catalizzato una 
profonda trasformazione sociale (Arnold e Wade, 2015), generando nuove idee e metodologie per creare contesti 
innovativi che accolgano la complessità, valorizzino le differenze e rispondano a bisogni specifici, promuovendo 
così la partecipazione delle persone con disabilità e tutelando i loro diritti e le libertà fondamentali (ONU, 2006). 
Estendendo le libertà, la partecipazione e le opportunità sociali, l’accessibilità intesa come “postura culturale” si 
configura come una risorsa collettiva che abbraccia dimensioni educative, sociali, civili, etiche, economiche e am-
bientali (Galligani, 2010). Essa diventa una conoscenza abilitante (Laurìa, 2014), capace di avviare cambiamenti 
radicali nelle modalità con cui gli spazi e le pratiche convenzionali sono concepiti e strutturati. In questo contesto 
trasformativo, il ruolo delle università risulta cruciale nel sensibilizzare e nel diffondere buone pratiche per la 
creazione di esperienze inclusive. I temi legati all’accessibilità sono sempre più integrati nei corsi accademici – in 
particolare nell’ambito del web design (Wang, 2012), dell’Human-Computer Interaction (Zhao et al., 2020) e del 
design (Shinohara et al., 2017). I docenti, spesso, incorporano l’accessibilità nelle lezioni e nei progetti (Lazar et 
al., 2019). Sebbene vengano raccomandate metodologie come field trip, service learning e interazioni dirette con 
persone con disabilità (Gellenbeck, 2005), si riscontra una carenza di materiali didattici e di pedagogie efficaci per il 
coinvolgimento degli studenti (Shinohara et al., 2018). Per colmare tale lacuna negli studi e contrastare la tendenza 
alla “tecnicizzazione” dell’accessibilità come mero requisito di conformità, il contributo affronta l’insegnamento 
di questo principio rivoluzionario, esplorando pedagogie e metodologie (design thinking, problem-based learning, 
laboratori co-progettati, hackathon) che, attraverso un approccio interdisciplinare e partecipativo, favoriscano 
il dialogo, l’analisi dei bisogni degli utenti, l’individuazione di soluzioni innovative e il coinvolgimento degli sta-
keholder, comprese le persone con disabilità. A titolo di caso di studio, si presenta un Blended Intensive Program 
(BIP) Erasmus+ organizzato dall’Università degli studi di Bergamo in collaborazione con altri partner europei, 
incentrato sull’integrazione dell’accessibilità nella cultura accademica e sulla riconcettualizzazione dell’ambiente 
universitario – distribuito all’interno del contesto urbano – come spazio cittadino. In conclusione, il contributo 
propone raccomandazioni per future ricerche e fornisce linee guida rivolte a docenti universitari e sviluppatori per 
la realizzazione di iniziative efficaci di insegnamento e apprendimento sull’accessibilità, comprensive di materiali, 
metodi e approcci pedagogici.
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Background
In recent decades, the principle of accessibility has catalysed a profound shift, transforming 

the relationship between individuals and their environments. This transformation has sup-
ported the emergence of a new societal paradigm rooted in inclusion and participation, influ-
encing multiple disciplines and generating new models for analysing educational and social 
phenomena. Despite its growing importance, accessibility lacks a unified definition across 
fields. Terms such as “design for all”, “inclusive design”, and “accessibility for all” reflect diverse 
approaches aimed at ensuring equitable access to environments, services, and products for 
people of all ages and abilities. However, this conceptual fragmentation may hinder broader 
implementation (Persson et al., 2015).

Building on the idea of accessibility as a “cultural posture” (Besio et al., 2023), this paper 
highlights the pivotal role of universities in promoting this paradigm through interdiscipli-
nary and experiential pedagogies (Shinohara et al., 2017; Lazar et al., 2019). A European Blended 
Intensive Program (BIP) is presented as a case study, showing how accessibility can be embed-
ded in academic culture and used to rethink the university campus as an inclusive urban space 
(Laurìa, 2014; Arnold e Wade, 2015; Galligani, 2010). The work concludes with recommenda-
tions to promote systemic change in higher education and to advance the universal right to 
access.

Accessibility as “cultural posture”1

While mainly associated with infrastructural or technological components, the concept 
of accessibility is increasingly spreading into cultural and political domains, human environ-
ments and activities. It constitutes a necessary precondition for inclusion – understood as the 
broader social and political process aimed at ensuring full participation, a sense of belonging, 
and the valuing of diversity (UN, 2006). The current profound societal transformations (Ar-
nold and Wade, 2015), aimed at promoting participation, rights, and fundamental freedoms 
for all, embrace complexity, value diversity, and respond to individual needs, support evolving 
understanding of the construct of accessibility, despite some conceptual ambiguities.

Historically, the discourse on disability has situated accessibility primarily within the built 
environment, which has long represented the dominant field of reference (Almici et al., 2020) 
bringing the concept from the first definitions to its greatest maturity. This positioning re-
flects a broader sociocultural shift that began in the 1960s – particularly in the United States 
– when accessibility was first framed in relation to architectural and urban contexts, and the 
focus was largely on eliminating physical barriers, since the objectives were becoming visible, 
going to the university, living in the ordinary life as everyone else.

Beginning with early studies on access to healthcare services, the principle of accessibility 
has undergone significant theoretical refinement (Persson et al., 2015). It has evolved from 
the aforementioned “barrier-free” paradigm to a more comprehensive and rights-based con-
ceptualization, embedded in the cultural and political framework established by the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN, 2006). Very soon it received 
high recognition in many international laws and acquired importance within the agendas of 
international rights promotion, influencing particularly the technological domain, including 
ICTs. Contemporarily, it has become in contact with the approach of Universal Design (Mace, 
1985) that extends the need to create products and environments that, to the greatest extent 
possible, are usable by the widest range of individuals, thereby emphasizing democratic ac-

1	 The article was jointly conceived and developed by both authors. Specifically, sections §2 and §3 were written by 
Mabel Giraldo and sections §4, and §5 by Serenella Besio. 
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cess, equity, and full citizenship. This includes the built environments, products, services and 
systems (mainly, ICTs). 

The two perspectives, together, led to the adoption of more encompassing conceptualisa-
tions, such as universal or comprehensive accessibility (Corcuff et al., 2022), defined as the 
capacity of environmental design to enable all individuals to engage in everyday activities 
independently, equitably, and inclusively. The application of universal accessibility principles 
is now expanding across sectors, although predominantly rooted in digital media studies and 
focused primarily on physical and sensory disabilities (Warschauer and Newhart, 2016); un-
doubtedly it enhances the social participation and quality of life of persons with disabilities, 
while also benefiting the general population by improving access for all (Imrie and Luck, 
2014). Accessible environments foster equitable use of diverse contexts, e.g. education, public 
services, housing, leisure, healthcare, culture, politics, transportation, information, and ter-
ritorial development (Eckhardt et al., 2018).

An environment can be considered accessible – and therefore inclusive – if it actively rec-
ognizes, accommodates, and values human diversity: this is realized if every individual, regard-
less of age, gender, or type of disability, can participate autonomously, equitably, and with 
self-determination in everyday life, pursue the fixed objectives, practice the wished activities. 
This dynamic and “never-ending process” (Arenghi et al., 2016) requires sustained collective 
commitment, since inclusion is not a matter of mere assimilation rather it calls for rethinking 
the society’s structures, norms and dismantling barriers.

Ultimately, accessibility is first of all a “cultural posture”: a foundational societal principle 
aimed at ensuring that every person – regardless of age, gender, background, or physical, sen-
sory, or cognitive ability – can participate fully and equitably in society (Besio et al., 2023), thus 
expanding freedoms, participation, and social opportunities (Galligani, 2010). Accessibility 
becomes a form of “enabling knowledge” (Laurìa, 2014), capable of triggering radical changes 
in in the design mind and world.

Integrating Accessibility into Higher Education: Pedagogical Challenges and Opportunities
Universities can play a critical role in developing appropriate research on inclusion 

and accessibility, promoting awareness and disseminating best practices in the area. On 
one hand, accessibility has been primarily adopted as a principle to identify learning 
barriers and to develop inclusive teaching strategies and methodologies, first to respond 
to the needs of the growing number of students with disabilities. On the other hand, 
awareness has been raised on the need to give accessibility the dignity and the importance 
of a scientific issue to be studied and disseminated, for its importance in spreading new 
conceptions of human communities and new design practices and ideas for the concrete 
and digital worlds.

Effectively, together with the broader academic interest in disability studies in the last 
50 years, accessibility is increasingly present in higher education, particularly within web 
design (Wang, 2012), information and communication technology (Bohman, 2012), com-
puting (Shinohara et al., 2017), human-computer interaction (Zhao et al., 2020), and design 
and architecture programs (Ergenoglu, 2015).

Several approaches have been employed to incorporate accessibility into university 
curricula: stand-alone courses or programs; integration throughout an entire program or 
specific courses; and inclusion as a module within broader courses. Additionally, accessi-
bility is often embedded into lectures or student projects (Lazar et al., 2019). Nonetheless, 
as Putnam et al. (2016) note, these efforts face significant structural challenges due to the 
heterogeneity of academic programs and disciplines. While dedicated courses allow for 
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in-depth exploration, they are often elective in nature and tend to attract only students 
already interested in the topic, resulting in low enrolment and, at times, program discon-
tinuation. Conversely, embedding accessibility modules into broader courses increases ex-
posure among a wider student population but often leads to only superficial engagement 
with the subject matter. As such, neither strategy offers a definitive curricular solution.

Beyond these structural issues, scholars reveal a continued lack of accessible teaching 
resources and pedagogical strategies tailored to the diverse disciplinary backgrounds and 
needs of students (Shinohara et al., 2018). Institutional culture, curriculum structures, and 
policy constraints may further hinder curricular innovation (Corcuff et al., 2022). There 
remains a significant gap between the needs of educators and the availability of evidence-
based resources to support accessibility education. 

Unfortunately, the literature remains limited in its discussion about the most effective 
pedagogical approaches and methods for teaching accessibility, that should adopt peculiar 
characteristics, particularly being accessibility defined as a “cultural posture”, related to 
the identity of the individual. 

Putnam and colleagues (2016) propose the framework of “authentic learning”, a peda-
gogical theory that emphasizes real-world relevance, personal engagement, process-ori-
ented assessment, and exposure to multiple viewpoints. Authentic learning aligns closely 
with the goals of accessibility education, supporting the development of deep, transfer-
able, and contextually grounded competence among university students.

Embedding students in real-world contexts – such as service-learning projects, field-
work, project work, and community-based design – makes accessibility socially relevant 
and personally meaningful. A central element of this approach is direct interaction with 
individuals with disabilities (and related stakeholders), which fosters empathy, challenges 
stereotypes, and deepens students’ understanding (Gellenbeck, 2005). These interactions, 
facilitated through co-design workshops, interviews, participatory research, or interdis-
ciplinary hackathons, not only enhance students’ motivation and ethical awareness but 
also develop their design competence. Research supports these approaches stressing the 
value of user-centred and design thinking approach that engage individuals with disabili-
ties as experts in their lived experience, while demonstrating that such engagement leads 
to more responsible and inclusive design outcomes (Shinohara et al., 2016). Additional 
strategies include experiential methods (Shinohara et al., 2017) such as design labs and 
immersive simulations, which make the consequences of (in)accessibility tangible. Col-
laborative learning methods (such as problem-based learning, peer exchange and tutoring, 
and challenge-based projects) enable students to work in team, construct shared knowl-
edge and address complex accessibility problems from multiple disciplinary perspectives 
(Shinohara et al., 2018; Lazar et al., 2019). Furthermore, exposing students to accessibility 
concepts across a range of disciplines and modalities – through integrated modules, case 
studies, and multimedia content (e.g. video) or other interactive digital tools and sensory 
materials to stimulate multimodal learning – promotes multimodal learning and helps 
develop inclusive mindsets (Zhao et al., 2020; Wang, 2012).

A much more structured and consolidated methodological approach comes indirectly 
from a close discipline: the Design Thinking. Grönman and Lindfors (2021) propose a 
training model based on four iterative phases (see Fig. 1): a) Empathy and user focus, b) 
Defining and problem framing, c) Creating ideas and visualization, and d) Experimenta-
tion and iteration. The definition of such sub-categories within them will allow, in future 
studies, to specify the most appropriate teaching strategies, thus allowing to effectively 
frame the scattered and fragmented proposals described in the literature above (Fig. 01).
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The Teaching case
The Erasmus+ Blended Intensive Programme (BIP) “Inclusive and Accessible Environ-

ments”, organized in April 2024 by the University of Bergamo in collaboration with Instituto 
Politécnico de Castelo Branco, Université Picardie Jules Verne Amiens, and the Bauhaus-
Universität Weimar, brought together students and academic staff from the four involved 
countries, to collaboratively explore key themes related to accessibility and inclusion in built, 
digital, and urban contexts. The educational program has combined preparatory online ses-
sions with a week of intensive in-person activities in Bergamo; 23 students (13 bachelor’s de-
gree, 9 master, 1 PhD), mainly from humanistic study domains, attended it, one of them with 
a cognitive disability.

The framework of this international training activity is mainly addressed to foster critical 
thinking, experiential learning and international collaboration. It does not aim at the tough 
acquisition of knowledge or systematic skills, rather to come into contact with some theoreti-
cal constructs and their possible applications, to reflect on them based on one’s own experi-
ence, to fix new ideas that may flourish later, in the individual’s cultural and personal life.

The project developed by the Italian coordination team has been completely devoted to 
give participants the occasion to engage in a range of academic and hands-on activities de-
signed to connect theory with practice related to environmental accessibility and inclusion in 
different life contexts (built, digital and urban). 

The issue of “inclusive and accessible environments for disability” has been developed along 
mixed experiences of theoretical lessons and guided activities on the following contents: a) 
Principles and applications of accessibility and Universal Design to diverse contexts; b) Urban 
Accessibility and public space; c) Design for All beyond regulations in the digital context; d) 
Studying in an accessible campus. The experiences have been interspersed with relaxed and 
playful activities coordinated by associations of persons with disabilities.

The central activity of the week has been a project work proposed to participants, with a 
session dedicated to analyzing accessibility within university campuses and identifying struc-
tural, relational, and organizational barriers that impact on students’ participation. The re-
lated activity engaged participants, organised in sub-groups, in evaluating real accessibility 
challenges of various areas in Bergamo campus and proposing inclusive solutions. 

The activity has been planned according to the Design Thinking Process (DTP) approach 
(Grönman and Lindfors; Fig. 01) and it is described in detail in what follows.

Phase A. Category A2. Secondary research. A short presentation of the bio-psycho-social mod-
el of disability, with special emphasis on the relationships between environmental factors and 
the personal functional limitations as well as on the barriers and facilitators that influence the 
individual’s opportunities to be active and to participate. UNCRPD principles have been also 
treated, particularly for what concerns the access to school and culture, mainly to the Univer-
sity. Examples and collective exercises have been used to liven up the presentation.

 

A) Empathy and User focus B) Problem framing and 
defining 

C) Creating ideas and 
Visualization 

D) Experimentation and 
Iteration 

A1) Primary research B1) Reviewing insights C1) Sharing and Generating 
ideas 

D1) Usability testing 

A2) Secondary research B2) Framing and Defining the 
design challenge 

C2) Communicating with 
sketches and prototypes 

D2) Evaluating, developing 
and iterating 
D3) Implementing and 
delivering 

 
Table 1: Training model by Grönman and Lindfors (2021; p. 116) 
 

Fig.01 Training model by Grönman and Lindfors (2021; p. 116).
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Phase B. Category B1. Reviewing insights and Category B2) Framing and defining the design chal-
lenge. Divided into three subgroups, each group was given a task. A short script described a 
student with a given disability2 and a problem to solve in one of the locations of the Bergamo 
campus. The students had to go there, observing the situation, and answer three questions (the 
same for the groups): A) What barriers might she/he encounter? (List both architectural and 
communication/educational ones); B) Is there a way to address them immediately? C) What 
solutions should be implemented for the future?

Phase C. Category C1) Sharing and generating ideas and Category C2) Communicating with 
sketches and prototypes. Groups had to quickly share ideas both on the type of limitations 
hypothetically related to the given impairment and on the characteristics of the assigned en-
vironment according to the activity to be implemented and to the wishes of the considered 
person. Then they had to decide, to explore possible immediate solutions and also to propose 
solutions to the University for adopting stable changes to the barriers identified. Then they 
had to prepare their proposal in the form of a presentation addressed to the classroom, but 
also to the Deputy Rector invited to conclude the day activity.

The activity had a warm success among the students, who had the occasion to measure 
themselves on a very concrete problem, to empathize with the needs of a student of the same 
age with a disability. Due to the training, no quality or content assessment was adopted, while 
a satisfaction questionnaire has been submitted concerning the whole week, with good results.

We can state that we achieved the objectives of raising students’ awareness on the themes 
of inclusion and accessibility, making them concrete through direct experience, analysis of 
contexts and self-identification with a possible life condition. The presentations developed by 
the students have been precise in specific language used, adequate and concrete in both the 
short and the long-term solutions proposed (in some cases even really smart). Mainly, they all 
proved very respectful and empathetic toward the “persons” of the task, who resulted in vivid 
portraits, like any other student, with the same needs and wishes.

Implication for research and practice
As said, DTP has not been specifically developed for the accessibility studies area. While 

it is a flexible and promising method applicable to many different domains, its use in this 
field requires targeted adaptations. These include, for example, the explicit integration of user 
needs analysis, the involvement of persons with disabilities as active partners throughout the 
process, and the incorporation of Universal Design principles. Such adaptations are essential 
to ensure that the method fully addresses the aims and scope of accessibility education. In this 
respect, the approach aligns closely with co-creation methodologies – such as co-design and 
participatory design – which advocate for the active engagement of all stakeholders, including 
persons with disabilities, in every stage of the design and problem-solving process. Embedding 
these methodologies within DTP fosters shared ownership of the solutions developed and 
reinforces the “cultural posture” of accessibility as a collective responsibility.

Furthermore, the type of training activity to which it has been applied has its own pecu-
liarities: the non-repeatability, the extemporaneity, the students’ origins from different cul-
tures, disciplinary backgrounds, levels of study, the non-institutional contextualization, the 

2	 This is an example: Charlotte is a non-attending student enrolled in the master’s degree in Pedagogical Sciences, 
which is located in S. Agostino. She has a motor impairment and uses a wheelchair. She needs to go to the library to 
get a textbook for her thesis to consult with her supervisor, who is in office n. 18. She does not know well the building, 
having been there only a few times.
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lack of a solid path behind them, the uselessness or inappropriateness of assessment in this 
case. All these occurrences make uncertain the possible inferences that can be drawn from the 
experience. 

However, some lines of reflection can be advanced, concerning education to accessibility 
in university contexts.

1. The organization in phases is interesting and can offer the systematization required to 
training in the sector.
2. From the university perspective, phase A cannot ignore the need to propose first theo-
retical and methodological contents, which would probably be placed as Category A1.
3. Category A2 (Second research) probably should be also defined “user needs analysis” (thus 
establishing synergies in literature); and from the methodological point of view should not 
avoid direct involvement of users (participatory design)
4. Users are to be considered also in the two categories of Phase B, because fixing the prob-
lem to be solved requires their deep collaboration and consideration of contextual factors 
both for Activity and Participation.
5. Phase C and Phase D are probably perfect as they are described in the model. In the case 
here presented Phase C was necessarily weakened by the situation, while Phase D was not 
applicable.
6. For further development and necessary detail of the model, it should be envisaged, at this 
point of the study, that specification of different and precise strategies must be identified 
and described for each phase, to abandon the generic nature of some existing proposals 
(e.g., collaborative methods, tutoring, challenge-based projects, etc.).

This hypothesis of a methodological approach could be further explored – and effectively 
tested – in the context of the forthcoming Master’s Degree in Designing Accessible and Inclusive 
Living Environments. The program offers a key opportunity to refine and apply this model 
by promoting interdisciplinary integration across engineering, rehabilitation, pedagogy, and 
design, while fostering a cultural posture grounded in accessibility. Its main goal is to offer 
students a meaningful learning experience (person-centred and context-aware) through the 
co-construction of innovative knowledge and practices. This helps prepare professionals to 
navigate the complex links between assistive technologies, human development, and inclusive 
environments.
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