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Universal Design for Learning (UDL) represents a multi-decade effort by 
educational designers to create more flexible and inclusive experiences for students. 
Multistudio designers and architects have used the UDL-based Deck of Spaces to 
facilitate engagement that identifies essential priorities with direct connections to space 
design on projects like the Mission Bay School in California. The Multistudio team, in 
collaboration with researchers and educators across the UDL network, developed the 
UDL Deck of Spaces to facilitate conversations with project stakeholders about how to 
create more inclusive school environments. Successes like Mission Bay School led us to 
ask how the Deck of Spaces could better facilitate a more robust consideration of 
inclusion while using UDL as a framework. While UDL was founded on the value of 
inclusive classrooms for students with disabilities, we worked to give the second edition 
of the Deck of Spaces a more comprehensive consideration of diversity, equity, 
inclusion, and belonging (DEIB) across many dimensions of human identity – including 
race, ethnicity and more as we revised the Deck of Spaces. 

 
Figure 1 Rendering of Mission Bay School (courtesy Multistudio) 

UDL was originally developed as an extension of work on universal design in 
architecture. The first UDL framework applied the universal design philosophy to things 
like school curriculum and teaching practice. The Center for Applied Technology, now 



known as CAST, was founded in 1984 to develop and promote UDL for schools seeking 
to do more around accessibility1. Federal law now requires that states implement 
universal design principles during their assessments as part of the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) passed in 2004. Many schools choose to do more by 
implementing UDL to make the entire school experience more inclusive for more 
students. We developed the UDL Deck of Spaces as a tool to provide discussion prompts 
and evocative imagery to spark the imagination and creativity of faculty as they envision 
new education spaces that embrace UDL-aligned teaching and learning methods. The 
cards are intended as conversation starters and explicitly prompt thinking around 
flexibility and learner empowerment. 

Fundamentally, UDL rejects the notion of an “average” student. Instead, it places 
the idea of variability as a central feature of the human experience. Instead of creating 
lessons, structures, or spaces for a student “in the middle” of some distribution of 
ability, UDL asks designers to integrate flexibility as a core component of design. The 
approach is supported by findings in neuroscience2,3 showing differences in how brains 
process information in various forms. These results and more justify teaching that 
supports student autonomy and instructional flexibility. 

 

Mission Bay School: A School Designed with UDL 

 In 2019, San Francisco Unified School District (SFUSD) engaged Multistudio to 
design a new elementary school to serve a population of 550 pre-K through 5th students 
from across the San Francisco Unified School District. Mission Bay School is currently 
scheduled to open in 20254, and the project includes a STEM Linked Learning Hub for 
SFUSD high school students and a district-wide professional learning component5. The 
wide range of programming is complemented by the school’s location within the city 
allowing it to serve a diverse community of learners in the San Francisco community 
(see Figure 1). Mission Bay is located on the east side of San Francisco near parts of the 
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city with more Black and Latinx residents. Mission Bay will also enroll Asian students, 
who make up 33% of the district’s student population. SFUSD works with learners who 
speak 62 different languages, 53% of learners are identified as socioeconomically 
disadvantaged, and 27% of students are emergent multilingual learners. The needs of 
educators in SFUSD are similarly diverse, with over 3,500 classroom teachers and even 
more who work in classroom related positions like substitute teachers, 
paraprofessionals, and other support roles. All of this variability makes Mission Bay 
School an outstanding candidate to become a model for how Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL) in space design could help create a school to meet the needs of “each 
and every” learner, from pre-K to teachers themselves. 

 
Figure 2 Position of Mission Bay School service area (at right) and community demographics (at left) 6,7 

 Applying UDL to space design for the Mission Bay School requires connecting the 
considerations for learning back to its implications for space that can support that 
learning. The design team used the UDL framework to anticipate the needs of 
instructors who are seeking to empower students as autonomous, self-regulated 
learners. Some components of UDL have immediately apparent space implications. For 
example, UDL’s emphasis on collaborative structure lends itself to active learning 
designs, and environmental accessibility leads to the integration of assistive 
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technologies like sound amplification and visual supports. However, other elements in 
the UDL framework are more subtle or contextually dependent and may have different 
applications in different projects. Great design requires engagement with those who will 
use the designed spaces. 

 Multistudio designers began working with SFUSD stakeholders using the UDL 
Deck of Spaces. Workshops with district leadership helped designers identify the 
importance of environments that would offer student agency and a variety of zones for 
different learning activities. These flexible design elements would allow teachers to use 
the spaces differently as their implementation of the UDL framework deepened over 
time. They also articulated their desire for a “heart” in the school, a shared common 
space central to the facility that could foster a sense of belonging for students and 
families in the school community. This heart will provide a center where students can 
showcase their learning and welcome the community into the school for a variety of 
functions, both large and small. 

 
Figure 3 Mission Bay School landscape site plan (courtesy Multistudio) 

 The Mission Bay School will also need to support faculty development for 
educators in the district. District personnel used the Deck of Spaces to share their need 
for live professional development spaces embedded within the teaching and learning 



happening on a daily basis. SFUSD states they have a “bias to action,” and strive to 
implement models of professional learning that ensure research-based experimentation 
and shifts in practice. Designers were then able to connect this need to different 
experimental learning spaces throughout the school, as well as collaborative faculty 
“scrum spaces” where teachers can be creative together in pursuit of their own 
professional learning. These approaches are related to the idea of making every space, 
including circulation and common gathering spaces, a learning space. They will also 
connect users to broader systems, including outdoor spaces, within and beyond the 
school. 

 
Figure 4 Photography from Mission Bay School engagement events including the Deck of Spaces 

 Throughout these project engagement events, the design team found 
opportunities to listen and learn from the client. Early design conversations revealed a 
need for the team to slow down and re-examine how they represented the project in 
renderings and visualizations. While everyone involved in the project wanted it to be a 
success for every student, the team found the need to talk honestly about how the 
design process could represent and include students from historically marginalized 
groups. One example was pausing to discuss how project renderings were representing 
students in the space to ensure the community saw themselves in the images. A phrase 
that has come to describe the process well is “progress happens at the speed of trust,” 
and building that trust required the commitment from the project team to spend time 
having these important conversations. 

Universal Design for Learning Facilitates Considerations of Equity 



Our team’s positive experiences using the Deck of Spaces to facilitate 
considerations of DEIB in facility projects, as it did with Mission Bay School, prompted us 
to think about creating a new edition of the Deck to bring those ideas to the forefront of 
the Deck’s content. Researchers in UDL have examined how well the framework 
supports efforts by schools to address considerations of equity beyond disability by 
asking questions like, “how can UDL help schools pursue racial or gender equity?” 
Researchers are finding that UDL already offers a useful structure to pursue these kinds 
of DEIB goals8, but they are also finding areas where the framework needs to be further 
refined with explicit references to these kinds of opportunities9.  

 One challenge in working with professionals whose expertise is not in space 
design is connecting their experience and vision to architectural design opportunities. It 
is not uncommon for instructors to have limited experience with different approaches 
to space design; in fact, many faculty members may have only seen a small handful of 
similar, conventionally designed spaces over the duration of their careers. The Deck of 
Spaces is a useful tool for helping those with a limited understanding of architectural 
design engage with the design process. However, the first editions of the Deck were not 
always explicit about how UDL in space design can help schools speak explicitly about 
issues of diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging. 

Our team decided to create a new edition of the K-12 Deck of Spaces that better 
put DEIB in the foreground of its content. When our team began the revision process for 
the Deck of Spaces, we decided it would be useful to look explicitly at recent research 
and scholarship in DEIB areas we thought would be important for schools. It was never 
in the cards (pun intended) to create any kind of exhaustive list documenting every 
dimension of exclusion, but too often, conversations around DEIB get stuck in the 
vagaries of abstraction that make it difficult to talk about specific marginalizing 
experiences in schools. So instead, we strove to name key issues we wanted to consider 
while revising the cards. 

 
8 James, K. (2018). Universal Design for Learning (UDL) as a structure for culturally responsive practice. Northwest Journal 
of Teacher Education, 13(1), 4. https://doi.org/10.15760/nwjte.2018.13.1.4 
9 Kieran, L., & Anderson, C. (2019). Connecting universal design for learning with culturally responsive teaching. 
Education and Urban Society, 51(9), 1202-1216. https://doi.org/10.1177/00131245187850 
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 UDL has a foundation in research and scholarship in special education10,11. While 
inclusion of students with disabilities has been a priority of UDL since its inception, we 
sought to re-examine its applicability within the context of more critical examinations of 
dis/ability12. Here we repeat the term “dis/ability” with the slash to draw attention to 
the sociocultural nature of dis/ability as a construct13. Throughout the revision process 
for the Deck of Spaces we sought to reconsider the ways definitions of disability are 
given additional meaning and significance in normative education paradigms. 

 This kind of consideration of dis/ability was particularly important as we revisited 
ideas of how spaces situated notions of accessibility during the revision process for the 
second edition of the Deck of Spaces. Often in space design, “accessibility” refers to 
compliance with legal or code minimums. However, these definitions reinforce a 
normative focus (the belief there are “normal” users and “other” users). On cards 
prompting thinking with an expanded definition of accessibility beyond legal minimums, 
we disrupted a normative center. For example, a card suggesting “Engage with any 
surface” presents the idea of variety without any normative anchor or reference (ex: 
‘desks and other places’). We did not include the dis/ability term in the final Deck of 
Spaces to maintain accessibility for users unfamiliar with the convention, but we did 
strive to keep the lens of thinking critically about the nature of disability. 

 During this revision, we also sought to place a more explicit emphasis on racial 
and ethnic justice. While marginalization takes many forms, we considered the 
argument of scholars like john a. powell for targeted universalism14,15. Our application of 
targeted universalism led us to choose concrete foci in our reinterpretation of the cards 
that helped us avoid the pitfalls of vague, abstract goals while also devoting attention to 
broader goals of inclusion for all people. In this approach, we purposefully set a goal to 
interrupt anti-Black racism. We also worked to advocate for decolonial approaches to 
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education that support Indigenous ways of knowing and being for students. The 
construction of the Deck of Spaces is useful for a wide variety of considerations but 
setting these goals for ourselves as revising authors helped us think about specific 
applications of the Deck in project engagement settings. In these specific applications, 
we can combine the scaffolding of the Deck with the community context to facilitate 
similarly specific conversations around creating more equitable and inclusive school 
spaces for clients. 

Pursuit of Equitable Design Through Persistent Practice 

 The 2nd edition of the Deck of Spaces represents an application of our learning in 
working with schools on projects like Mission Bay School. However, the pursuit of 
equitable design, through UDL and more generally, is an on-going process. The Deck, 
and tools like it, are simply that: tools. They are not a substitute for the work required to 
build relationships with the communities we serve. They cannot replace active listening 
and personal reflection. Each of us will make mistakes, and we must commit to learning 
from our missteps. The Deck can help design teams and school communities by 
facilitating better conversations around space design and contributing to the creation of 
a relationship built on trust. We created the Deck of Spaces to be flexible, and there are 
many ways project teams can use it to facilitate conversations successfully. What is 
important in facilitating these conversations related to DEIB is that project teams are 
prepared to listen. We must truly hear the input from community members who choose 
to share their perspectives and be committed to responding to their input both 
throughout the process and in the designs we deliver. 

 

 Design teams also need to look closely at who has access to the engagement 
process. For which voices are we making space, and whose voice are we excluding? 
These kinds of questions also demand that we look at who is asking the question – who 
are we in this process? For example, I (MCR) am a white man who does not currently 
have a disability, and I can only find success in promoting equitable and inclusive spaces 
when I consider how my own position in the conversation influences what I see, what I 
think, and how I am impacting others in the conversation. 

 We are excited to see Mission Bay School begin service in the near future and 
contribute to great educational experiences for students in the San Francisco Bay area. 
We hope the project can be a model for future schools – both in new construction and 
renovations for existing facilities – for how the design process can support DEIB goals in 
schools across the district and nationwide. We can feel pride in our success while 



continuing to create a culture of reflection and improvement, build community with the 
people who will work and learn in the spaces we are designing, and refine our processes 
as we have done with the UDL Deck of Spaces Ed 2. 

 

Michael and E’leva created this article based on multiple presentations given in 
collaboration with Kelly Dreyer, Susan Hardin, Nora Houseman, Lauren Maass, and 
David Reid (alphabetical by last name). We are grateful for each of their contributions in 
the development of these projects, to SFUSD, to CAST and the UDL-IRN, to our colleagues 
at the University of Kansas, and to the full Multistudio team nationwide. 
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