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What is Universal Design?

Lindsey Mullis: This video is about what is universal design? And my name is Lindsay Mullis. I work at the University of Kentucky's Human Development Institute. I am a white woman, tired mom of 3, the oldest of which Caroline experiences down syndrome and a vision disability. And so, the work that I do focuses on inclusion for people with disabilities and health programs and services. And I do that as a health professional and as a very passionate parent advocate, and excited to explain to you what universal design is.

Morgan Turner: And my name is Morgan Turner. I also work at the University of Kentucky's Human Development Institute. I was born with abnormal legs and left hand. So, I have prosthetics on both legs and 3 fingers on my left hand. And I was also born with hydrocephalus, which affects how I process things. I am a Special Olympics athlete, and athlete ambassador, and health messenger as well. 

So universal design is avoiding this: "For a fair selection, everyone has to take the same exam: Please climb that tree." And all of the students are different types of animals. We have a bird, monkey, penguin, elephant, fish, seal, and a dog. And obviously there's only one animal that will success... or pass this exam. That is the monkey. In the past, we've done this, and a lot of people would say the bird would pass the exam. That's true, but the key word is, climb the tree. So, obviously monkey is going to be the only one to pass. The bird can maybe squeak by with a B. But everyone else is gonna fail miserably.

Lindsey Mullis: Well and the poor goldfish is probably gonna...do you want Mo? He's gonna...

Morgan Turner: That's right. He's going to die trying. So, I feel like he should get an A for effort. So...

Lindsey Mullis: That's fair. Yeah. So obviously, this is what we want to avoid, right? If we're doing universal design, we're not doing this. What we are doing with universal design is applying several different concepts. So universal design, some people initially think of as a physical built environment: the design of buildings, products, or environments to make them accessible, inclusive, and usable for all people. So universally designed streets is a common term. We're thinking about universal design in products. And then there's also universal design for learning, which is familiar in the classroom. Looking at the design of instructional goals and assessments and methods and materials to ensure all learners can access and participate in meaningful learning opportunities. And so, this looks at how your engagement is working, the representation, action, and expression. 

And so, when we talk about universal design, and UD, as we're moving forward, we're really combining all of those concepts of what is universal design and really focusing on it's making something accessible, inclusive, and usable, providing access and participation in a meaningful way for all people. That's truly what universal design should be. 

Here's a great visual example of what that looks like with the curb cut effect. So, you can see here that the curb cut, they're highlighted in red, designed for people with disabilities, so they can access from the sidewalk to the street. But when we do that, we're actually making it better for everyone. So, the individual in the wheelchair, they are highlighted in orange, has used that curb cut. So are the parents pushing their stroller, or the individuals that are sitting there on the park bench. If you ever had to roll your suitcase off a curb, it's a lot easier when the curb cut is there, or someone who's using a cane. An individual that's getting a smoothie there in the back has their skateboard, it's easier for them to access the road with the curb cut. Same thing for the bicycles, or the individual that's pushing the dolly. 

So, thinking about universal design in that way as a curb cut is simply saying, when we do something thinking about people with disabilities in mind, we're really broadening the access for all people. And that's really the ultimate goal.

Morgan Turner: Some key strategies for implementing universal design are present information in multiple ways, which are written text, plain language, short and concise, easy to read font, and format, images and graphic, videos with captions, online versus print.

Lindsey Mullis: And there's a great handout that's "JUST UD It" where we've taken these simple concepts of how you can apply universal design, that UD, in that broad way with the acronym of "JUST." So, jazzing it up, using multiple methods, simplify, and test it out. And that handout should be made available to you in your training, so you can see all those ways you can apply universal design to the programs and services that you're offering. 

Here's some examples of ways that universal design that can make as something as of...important as a handout from our Department of Public Health about triglyceride facts, applying those "JUST UD It" principles and taking the handout and making it much more accessible. It is jazzy, it is colorful. There's visual representation of how someone can access what their numbers are, for the Triglycerides, knowing that what is in the red is not so great with the frowny face, as well as what's in the green is good. You've got pictures that graphically represent the behaviors and lifestyles that we're shooting for, as well as all the food that we're talking about. And so, this is a great way of showcasing those visual representations, as well as short, concise messages, a simplistic and plain language, all of those things mixed into one handout, and what that should look like if you're doing the universal design messaging.

Morgan Turner: Here's an example of universal design and program. We worked with the American Heart Association and...

Lindsey Mullis: Aramark.

Morgan Turner: Aramark on their healthy for life program. The session of physical activity initially had participants doing jumping jacks for 30 seconds. This is not very universally designed or accessible. Some participants may have balance, or pain, or jumping considerations that would keep them from being able to participate in just doing jumping jacks.

Lindsey Mullis: Yeah, that's right. And so, what we did was we worked to demonstrate what multiple means of engagement would look like in a universally designed way. So, people can decide how they want to engage in that activity. This is an example of what those modified jumping jacks look like. Can see here that we have Harold doing step out for his jumping jacks and shifting his weight, whereas Mark, on the other side, is just tapping his foot and not having any shift in weight and balance. And then we've got Heidi, doing a seated version of jumping jacks from her wheelchair. So, this is a very simple example of universal design and physical activity, so that everybody can still engage with the same outcome, but doing it in the way that works best for them.

Morgan Turner: So, what is... where universal design equals inclusion, exclusion is, for example, people with disabilities are not in the building. Whether they're...whether the building is not accessible, or they weren't invited. Or... but bottom line is they...that's exclusion. Segregation is people with disabilities are in the building, but they're in a totally different room away from their peers. And then integration is people with disabilities are in the same building, same room, but still not exactly with their peers. They're doing their own thing. So that brings us to inclusion. Inclusion is individuals who might otherwise be excluded or marginalized are equally appreciated, welcomed, and valued.

Lindsey Mullis: This is something that we should all be doing according to the Americans with Disabilities Act. Each service, program, or activity should be readily accessible to and usable by individuals with disabilities through inclusion. And so that's what is written into the law, and the... not just for the empathetic hearts that we have of wanting to be inclusive of others, but that's ultimately the drive that we should be doing according to the Americans with Disabilities Act.

Morgan Turner: Yeah, so this is another comic strip. We have a work... someone shoveling the stairs. And we have kids in front of the building. One of the kids says: "Could you please shovel the ramp?" The guys says: "All these other kids are waiting to use the stairs. When I get through shoveling them off, I will clear the ramp for you." And the kid says: "But if you shovel the ramp, we can all get in." 

And I really like this comic strip because one of the kids is in a wheelchair. But he wasn't just thinking of himself and how he can get in. He was thinking about him along with his peers, you know, everyone could get in, and even the worker, if he just shovels the ramp everyone can get in, and he can spend all of his time on shoveling the stairs off.

Lindsey Mullis: That's right, Morgan. So doing, universal design ultimately benefits everyone.

Morgan Turner: That's right.
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