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DECK OF SPACES, CARDS DESIGNED TO MAXIMIZE

EDUCATIONAL SPACE USAGE, SPREAD TO SCHOOLS AROUND

THE WORLD
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LAWRENCE — Playing cards might not be considered a traditional school activity, but the Deck of

Spaces has educators thinking about how they can make the most of schools, classrooms and the

spaces in which students learn. The deck, developed as a collaboration among education researchers

at the University of Kansas, architects, teachers and learners, has been adopted by schools around the

world to inspire conversations and new ideas about how schools can maximize their physical spaces,

whether building a new school or rearranging existing environments.

James Basham, professor of special education at KU, has devoted much of his career to researching

and furthering universal design for learning, an educational approach that focuses on design for the



needs and abilities of all students by removing barriers in the learning environment. Through his work

he met David Reid, principal of Multistudio, an interdisciplinary design .rm with a studio in Lawrence.

Their discussions resulted in Deck of Spaces

2

, developed as a way to encourage more interaction at

educational conferences.

Featuring pictures of physical spaces on one side and questions on the other, they proved immediately

popular at events. The developers then began selling them as a fundraiser, and their popularity

boomed, now being used in schools in the United States, Europe and Australia. The decks’ success in

inspiring people to reimagine the best research-backed way to use school spaces also secured their

creators this year’s Core77 Design Awards’ Notable Interaction Award. The annual awards honor all areas

of design enterprise, with an emphasis on excellence and inclusivity. The K-12 deck’s second edition

also was honored with a San Francisco Design Week Award, which recognizes the intersection of ideas,

design, business and entrepreneurism.

“We’re trying to help transform educational spaces to be student-centered. Being able to provide an

image with discussion topics and integrated research is critically important,” Basham said. “We’ve seen

these decks help people think di,erently. All educators are designers of the learning environment and

experience. Whenever design doesn’t work in life, we go through the redesign process, and we have to

do so continually in education.”

Multistudio and KU researchers have developed both a K-12 deck, which is now in a second edition,

and a higher education deck. They are working on a Spanish-language deck as well. Each card in the K-

12 deck is part of a theme: student experiences, educator experiences, or paradigms and school

culture. One side features photos of various educational spaces while the other features discussion

such as how spaces can be used to achieve goals, such as engaging students, encouraging faculty

collaboration or making facilities such as the school library part of a larger community. The deck also

features cards with vignettes of a teacher, their level and subject matter, and goals they hope to

accomplish for their students. It then asks users to consider how that teacher can maximize the space

and resources they have to achieve those goals.

While students and teachers use educational spaces the most, many other people — including

architects and researchers — in/uence the design. The Deck of Spaces is designed to bring people

from all backgrounds together to discuss ideal use of educational facilities while considering things

from each other’s perspectives and contributing their own expertise. Basham said he can also use the

decks to help the future teachers he educates consider how best to maximize space in alignment with

the research-backed principles of universal design for learning.

“The physical environment itself is often overlooked in schools, but is critical in making educational

improvements,” he said. “That’s often because it is viewed as endemic. I learned very early on even

simple things like painting can improve the learning environment. Even if we work to improve

curriculum, the physical plant needs to be viewed on the same level of importance.”

Michael Ralph has considered the issue of optimal classroom use from multiple angles. Vice president

and director of research at Multistudio, Ralph is one of the co-authors of Deck of Spaces and was a

teacher as well. While completing his doctorate at KU, he also conducted research on optimal uses of

learning spaces on college campuses.
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Links on this page:

1. http://today.ku.edu/2023/07/25/deck-spaces-cards-designed-maximize-educational-space-usage-spread-

schools-around-world

2. http://deckofspaces.squarespace.com/k-12

3. https://news.ku.edu/2021/10/19/study-.nds-women-honor-students-prefer-active-learning-spaces-could-be-

key-diversifying

4. kunews@ku.edu

“The Deck of Spaces can help educators think more creatively and inclusively about their learning

environments. As a former classroom teacher, I know the impact seeing new approaches to space

design can have in the way I design my own classroom,” Ralph said. “The deck is .lled with interesting

and provocative imagery that helps me imagine entirely new paradigms for how the school itself can

become another teacher. Thoughtful design can make a teacher’s job easier, a student’s learning

experience more productive and the whole school environment more inspiring and inclusive.”

Top image: Early childhood educators use the Deck of Spaces to discuss maximizing school spaces.

Image credit: Multistudio

The University of Kansas is a major comprehensive research and teaching university. The university's

mission is to lift students and society by educating leaders, building healthy communities and making

discoveries that change the world. The KU News Service is the central public relations o-ce for the

Lawrence campus.

kunews@ku.edu
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Edition

The Deck of Spaces is a set of card decks 
designed to bring greater awareness to the 
power that our physical environments have on 
the way students learn. EVERYTHING in our 
learning environments has the ability to create 
a stronger sense of belonging, inclusion, and 
better supports to address learner variabilities 
– or the environment can create barriers. 
Much of this impact runs beneath our 
consciousness. The Deck of Spaces brings 
greater awareness to the power of space as an 
in�luencer, to truly serve as "the 3rd teacher," 
as Loris Malguzzi of Reggio Emilia fame once 
said. 

The Deck of Spaces was recently developed to 
support the Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL) framework, which originated out of 
Harvard University's Graduate School of 
Education nearly 25 years ago. UDL supports 
diverse learner needs, originating with a 
purpose to reinforce special education -- has 
since grown to advance general education. 
Throughout its existence, the UDL framework 
has never included space design as a key 
component of supporting diverse learner 
needs. Instead, it had concentrated on 
instructional methodology and assistive 
technologies. The Deck of Spaces: K12 2nd 
Edition is a major redesign, with entirely 
rewritten content and new graphic 
environment. The holistic update of content 
now engages ideas well beyond the UDL 

Multistudio + CAST

PROJECT TEAM

David Reid, AIA, ALEP, UDL Assoc. -
Lead Project Designer, Multistudio;
Susan Hardin, UDL Implementation
Consultant, CAST; Michael Ralph,
PhD, Lead Researcher & Master
Teacher, Multistudio; James
Basham, PhD, Professor, Dept. of
Special Education, University of
Kansas; Sally Wurtzler, Education
Designer, Multistudio; Tayvia Navy,
Assoc. AIA, Interior Designer,
Multistudio; Julie Charvat, Graphic
Designer, Multistudio; Ally
Simmons, Graphic Designer,
Multistudio

CATE�ORY

Built Environment

VIE� MORE INFORMATION
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framework, including how space can support 
the inclusion of various racial and ethnic 
identities, trauma-sensitive learners, students 
struggling with stress and anxiety, and 
inclusion of non-binary gender identities and 
differing sexual orientations. 

The design team for the Deck of Spaces 
includes educators, professional development 
coaches, education researchers, and design 
professionals across the country. The team is 
composed of diverse individuals to bring 
diverse perspectives about how spaces 
in�luence users of diverse lived experiences. 
The space design ideas in the deck are 
supported by research with the peer-reviewed 
sources cited in the back end of the deck.

With the Deck of Spaces, teachers, 
administrators, district and campus personnel, 
and design professionals can design spaces to 
mitigate barriers and improve students' sense 
of belonging and success.

Each idea card has a heading and descriptive 
text on one side and example application 
images on the opposite side. The decks are 
broken into four categories: Student 
Experiences, Educator Experiences, 
Paradigms, and Educator Vignettes. There's no 
one way to use the decks – they can be used 
by individuals or teams. They can be used in 
focus groups, brainstorming sessions, or as 
aids in classroom activities. The deck can be 
utilized in gaming formats to energize 
educational exercises; it considers effective 



learning environments and the various 
perceptions students and teachers bring to 
their learning experiences. 

Deck of Spaces Overview  The Deck of Spaces helps

with the mastery of the complex UDL framework, making it easy

and fun. Much of the fun is understanding the major impact users

know they're making for end users.  Lauren Pusateri

Deck of Spaces: K12 Edition  Box cover art

Lauren Pusateri



Deck of Spaces overview, K12 Second Edition  Users

can engage with the deck through the images, the text, or both -

supporting multiple learning preferences.  Lauren

Pusateri

Educator Professional Development  The discovery

process of new ways to think about space design is invigorating

for many users.  David Reid



Educator Professional Development  Faculty from

Hainan University in China were able to easily engage with the

deck despite limited English language skills.  David

Reid

Playing "Schools Against Inhumanity"  In this gamified

application of the Deck of Spaces, users dive into deep

conversations about why their chosen design strategy (the card

they played) is a better strategy for the assigned challenge than

their competitors' cards. It's a playful way to have deeply

meaningful conversations about learning.  David Reid



Engaging with Colleagues  Co-workers are able to have

rich conversations about values and strategies to better serve

their students and how to better collaborate as a team of

educators.  David Reid

Brainstorming Your Dream Space  Students find the



card deck inspirational and they consistently explain new

interpretations of the card ideas from the perspective of their own

experiences and dreams.  Kelly Dreyer

Brain Food for Design Assignments  The card deck can

be used with class assignment relating to design, which

incorporates geometry, scale drawing, budgeting, and more. When

used as a kit-of-parts in a design assignment, the cards can be

combined in endless variations.  Kelly Dreyer

Supporting Client Connected Projects  Multistudio often

uses the Deck of Spaces as part of Client Connected Projects, to

help students work with design professionals and obtaining

Market Value Assets (MVAs) working toward Real World Learning

goals.  David Reid



Engage at Any Level  Users from mid-elementary age up

to adults can easily engage with the Deck of Spaces - it's user

friendly and supports engagement from light-hearted, fun

activities to deep culture-changing efforts across entire schools

and districts.  Lauren Pusateri

Design intent & point of view:  

Our physical environments are �illed with 
primes – ways in which the space around us 
nudges us to make subconscious decisions or 
makes us feel a certain way. The Deck of 
Spaces helps us be better aware of these 
primes so we can impact them through 
intentional design decisions. The Deck of 
Spaces originated to bring more awareness to 
how space can positively impact the 32 

0:00 / 2:08



checkpoints of the UDL framework to improve 
teaching and learning in support of learner 
variability. Among the checkpoints are ideas 
such as optimizing individual choice and 
autonomy, minimizing threats and distractions, 
fostering collaboration and community, 
varying the methods for response and 
navigation, and optimizing access to tools and 
technologies. All these and more can be 
augmented by well-designed space. The Deck 
of Spaces idea cards illustrate speci�ic ways to 
accomplish this.

UDL is inherently about access and inclusion. 
However, many themes associated with 
diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging 
(DEIB) in today's world of education aren't 
explicit in the original UDL language. 
Therefore, as the authors and designers of the 
Deck of Spaces re-imagined the K12 Second 
Edition, they foregrounded more explicit ideas 
and language to better spotlight opportunities 
that support DEIB with space design. These 
opportunities include how space can support 
inclusivity across racial and ethnic differences, 
how it can be more supportive to students 
with socio-emotional challenges, how it can 
mitigate stigmas associated with socio-
economic disparities, and how it can be more 
intentional to mitigate barriers related to 
sexual identities and non-binary gender 
identities.

Example ideas from the deck that impact the 
student experience include concepts that offer 
choice and agency, rethinking the layouts of 



classrooms to avoid spatial hierarchies that 
harken back to colonialism, providing safe 
spaces for retreat and re�lection, allowing 
students to make their own space within a 
space, allowing students to engage with any 
surface, providing Living Labs to support 
authentic learning, and affording transparency 
to enhance the school community.
 
 Similarly for faculty, ideas include faculty 
collaboration studios (not to be confused with 
the faculty breakrooms that smell of burnt 
popcorn and lack professionalism) and 
learning prototype studios that afford teachers 
environments that dignify their profession. In 
addition, the deck offers the chance to assess 
the power dynamics within classrooms, to 
raise awareness about how the teacher's 
position can inhibit a sense of inclusion. Within
the Paradigms category, ideas include 
engaging family members with hospitality, 
which has direct links to concerted cultivation 
outside the classroom and progressive 
learning growth. Other ideas include 
showcasing community successes, defeating 
the stigma of school, and thinking of the 
library as a kitchen rather than a grocery store 
to foster more creative and maker-based 
learning.

Design process:

Multistudio was approached by members at 
CAST, the home organization supporting UDL, 



to consider developing space design 
guidelines supporting the UDL framework.

For the 25 years UDL has existed, there has 
never been criteria to address the highly 
impactful in�luences of space on the principles 
within UDL. The process for the �irst beta deck 
took months, exploring hundreds of examples 
of education spaces that offer bene�its to 
support principles of UDL, and vice versa, 
taking each of the 32 checkpoints and testing 
ways space could positively impact each 
checkpoint. This collection of ideas was 
collected into a set of primary idea cards, each 
with a big idea heading and secondary 
descriptions offering further inspiration and 
applications. A long list of draft cards was 
created and shared via a digital MIRO Board 
with a consortium of collaborators across the 
country – education researchers, teachers, 
teaching coaches, designers, and students. 
Many new ideas emerged, existing concepts 
were re-written, and imagery was re�ined. 
Further literature reviews were done to 
validate and re�ine ideas with scienti�ic 
evidence on learning impacts. 

The team also scrutinized user interaction with 
the cards. How many cards were too many? 
How could the card design help users mentally 
process and organize a large number of ideas? 
How could the card design facilitate easy 
sorting, whether users prefer to process ideas 
based on the image side or the text side of 
each card? How could we balance an 
appropriate level of rich descriptions and 



citations with cards that can be quickly read 
and processed?

Research, ethnography, subject matter 
experts, iteration, and beta testing:

Along with collecting example learning spaces 
that support UDL and DEIB principles, the 
design team combed through dozens of 
research papers related to learning outcomes. 
Some research touched on space as a variable 
or in�luencer. Other research was extrapolated 
to imagine how space could be designed to 
elicit positive behaviors tied to the research; 
for example, how the bene�its of concerted 
cultivation could potentially be enhanced by 
better engaging parents and family members 
in the management of their children's 
education.

The diverse composition of the design team 
lent a broad base of subject matter expertise 
to the team and differing points of view. One 
of the most challenging aspects of the design 
process was culling down the expansive 
collection of ideas from the team into a 
manageable-sized card deck. 

Stakeholder interests: (audience, businesses, 
organizations, labor, manufacturing and 
distribution.)

The Deck of Spaces (available in editions for 
Early Childhood, K-12, and Higher Education) is 
incredibly versatile in its applications. We're 
continually discovering new ways users 



interact with the cards – a testament to the 
versatility of the Deck of Spaces.

The baseline application was envisioned to 
support design discussions with stakeholders 
involved in designing new and renovated 
learning spaces. The deck is a wonderful tool 
to bridge languages between educators, 
design professionals, facilities personnel, and 
administrators. See photo captions for a few 
example applications. 

Other applications that users have shared 
include the use by classes in schools of 
education around the country, by professional 
development specialists, and by teachers 
themselves seeking inspiration for their own 
classroom hacks. At the collegiate level, the 
Higher Education edition has been used by 
campus planners, administrators, centers for 
faculty excellence, and departments focused 
on access services. Many large school districts 
have furnished multiple copies in their service 
center resource libraries, making them more 
available for teachers and staff across dozens 
of schools. Nearly every week, we hear of new 
applications.

How the project earns its keep in the world. 
What is its value? Social, educational, and 
economic impacts, whether it's paradigm-
shifting, sustainable or if it creates an 
environmental, cultural or gladdening effect.

The Deck of Spaces brings increased 
awareness to challenges and opportunities in 



today's world of education. It informs users 
how space may be creating learning barriers 
for certain students, conscious or sub-
conscious. By bringing greater awareness 
about the power of space design to non-
designers (educators, facilities managers, 
school board members, administrators), the 
opportunity to in�luence design outcomes that 
provide positive impact to learner outcomes is 
much greater! And the ability to think about 
the in�luence of learning space on ALL 
learners, regardless of learner variabilities, is 
much more tuned in. Users of the deck are 
able to think more globally about the range of 
learners using their designed spaces – how 
their different lived experiences and learning 
disabilities may shape their perception of the 
environment much differently than those of 
the immediate design and instruction team. 

The end result of the Deck of Spaces has been 
spaces more successfully designed to meet 
the needs of each and every user. Districts like 
San Francisco Uni�ied have successfully 
integrated the cards into the design process of 
their new schools. The cards have been 
integrated into UDL teacher training around 
the country. The tool kit has been a catalyst in 
re-imagining schools and the future of 
education around the country. As diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (DEI) become more 
center-stage in districts across the country, 
the Deck of Spaces has been a fabulous tool to 
help create productive conversations on these 
topics so all students feel a sense of belonging 
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The Deck of Spaces™ K-12 (2nd Edition) is a conversation starter, a brain-

storming tool, and an educational tool that allows educators and designers to

introduce novel, research-supported spatial concepts to audiences — young

and old.

As architects, designers, and researchers, we realize that physical space is a

fundamental element within a learning framework. Consequently, our educa-

tion design team partnered with the Universal Design for Learning

Implementation and Research Network (UDL-IRN) and the Center for Applied

Special Technology (CAST) to create a tool that is tactile, user-friendly, and

supportive of conversation between the worlds of spatial planning and

teaching.

At the beginning of every project, we use this deck during a visioning stage to

implement and amplify teaching practices, which ultimately impact the mind-

sets of students and faculty and have profound learning effects on the stu-

dent experience. We use this deck in various ways to engage with the whole

gamut of stakeholders. Each new user group is constantly expanding the

card’s methods of use. It awakens users to ideas not previously considered,

making it an ideal tool for visioning. Users guide their discovery with an ex-

pansive set of ideas — it’s not a prescribed visioning tool aimed at a specific

outcome. Prioritized ideas are easy to pull from the deck and collect as guid-

ing principles. Card categories include student experience, educator experi-

ence, and school culture, helping to ensure that all stakeholder perspectives

have multiple means to find expression for their viewpoint.

The cards comprise an idea or set of ideas — a narrative description on one

side and photos of application ideas on the other. While the images are not

the sole solution for each idea, they’re starter ideas, giving the design team

and end users the springboard needed to express goals for the educational

facility design.
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The Deck of Spaces Video: https://vimeo.com/397263203 

https://vimeo.com/397263203
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