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UNIVERSAL DESIGN AND DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES IN EDUCATION - A
BULGARIAN PERSPECTIVE

Ophelia Ivanova KANEVA
Assoc. prof. PhD, Varna Free University Chernorizets Hrabar

ABSTRACT

In the context of contemporary Bulgarian education, the integration of universal design and
digital technologies is becoming increasingly relevant and necessary. These two concepts not
only improve the quality of education but also support greater inclusiveness and equality for all
students. Together with that, the significant progress that universal design concept is achieving
globally allows to focus on and analyze Bulgarian perspective especially in the educational
area.

Keywords: universal design, educational management, horizontal support for professionals

INTRODUCTION

With contemporary education in Bulgaria, the integration of universal design and digital
technologies is becoming increasingly relevant and necessary. These two concepts not only
enhance the quality of education but also support greater inclusiveness and equality for all
students. On the other hand, universal design contributes to the development of better support
conditions for educational professionals horizontally, influencing the environment and the
processes within it. Additionally, universal design can serve as a modern tool for the effective
management of not only individual schools but also the educational system as a whole —
whenever it is well understood, embraced, and adequately applied.

The topic is significant for both the academic and practical realms, being contemporary, already
recognized, and desired. It is gradually gaining influence as a perspective for addressing the
challenges of fast-paced times, in which education often struggles to keep up with modern
developments. This is primarily because universal design offers solutions that leverage the
strengths of all participants in a given environment and situation, while minimizing existing
and potential barriers to interaction and progress.

The present material focuses on the Bulgarian educational situation, thereby creating an
opportunity to shape a Bulgarian model for universal design in education. Additionally, it opens
a discussion on adequately interacting with foreign models within the context of the global
educational landscape.
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THEORETICAL SCOPE

For many theorists in Bulgaria, universal design in education is associated with inclusive
education. For instance, Evgeniya Topolska considers inclusive education to be successful
when it provides academic and social inclusion in a good quality for all learners (Topolska, E.,
2020). She emphasizes the need to address children and students who have dropped out of the
educational system and presents Universal Design for learning as a potential educational
framework for inclusive education that allows for the personalization of learning according to
the individual educational needs and learning styles of the learners.

For some researchers, universal design is entirely subordinate to the digitization of education,
aiming to create a learning environment that is accessible and suitable for all students,
regardless of their individual differences. For instance, Georgi Totkov presents assistive and
information technologies as a key tool in contemporary education (Totkov, G., 2021). In
Bulgaria, various online platforms and applications are being developed and used to provide
educational materials and resources for students, such as the platforms Ucha.se and Khan
Academy in Bulgarian. There is also an online platform for horizontal support of educational
professionals, known as INEDU. Together with the online platforms, the introduction of virtual
classrooms and distance learning becomes increasingly popular. These technologies enable
students to participate in the learning process from any location and at any time. And in parallel,
applying multimedia and interactive materials such as videos, animations, and simulations
makes the learning process more engaging and accessible for students with different learning
styles and needs.

Many authors analyze the Rules of Implementation on Inclusive Education from 2017, which
is part of the Law on Pre-school and School Education, examining the possibilities for
implementing universal design through the provisions of the legal act. For example, Natalia
Georgieva highlights the positive impact on children and students from the changes, which are
primarily based on emphasizing the diversity of differences and individual educational
characteristics and needs (Georgieva, N., 2019).

In the analyzed publications, reflections are more focused on the compensatory power of
universal design to conventional education. It is expected to play a catch-up role and provide
meaningful support. A more liberal perspective can be found in the works of Meyer, Rose, and
Gordon from 2014, where the researchers determine that information should be provided in
various ways to be accessible to all students, including audio, text, and visual materials (Meyer,
Rose, & Gordon, 2014). In 2002, Rose and Meyer describe multiple means of engagement as a
principle of universal design in education—Dby providing various opportunities for students to
actively participate in the learning process, considering their interests and motivations (Rose &
Meyer, 2002). In the same year, Chuck Hitchcock publishes "Teaching Exceptional Children™
provoking a new perspective on the general curriculum of the mainstream educational system.

Some researchers view universal design in education as allowing students to demonstrate their
knowledge and skills in various ways, such as written work, oral presentations, projects, and
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others. It is concluded that schools in Bulgaria that apply the principles of universal design
succeed in creating a more inclusive and supportive learning environment.

Provoked by the variety of researchers’ views, students of Plovdiv University initiated universal
design descriptions, stepping on different scientifical scopes. Introducing universal design in
education through the biological terminology, they define it as follows: “The design is adapted
to various conditions and functions. This means that many structures and mechanisms are
optimized for successful operation in diverse environments and situations”. When they base the
definition on matemathics, it sounds: “Aiming to create methods and structures that are
applicable in the widest possible range of contexts; seeking common patterns and structures is
key. This contributes to unity”. As architects, they describe it like: “Design for all represents a
broad spectrum of ideas accessible to everyone without being specialized”. As linguists:
“Designing systems and communication tools that can be understood by many and used by
different people and speakers of various languages”. As chemists: “Developing connections
that can have a wide range of applications. Creating utility by providing functionality and
efficiency for everyone in different contexts. With potential for resource utilization and

enhancing sustainability in processes and products”.

The theoretical overview, even presenting universal design as a compensatory approach rather
than a preemptive solution in education, is positive regarding opportunities for social and
educational inclusion, the application of digital technologies, and facilitating access to
resources for all involved parties. Nevertheless, the necessity to deepen research activities
regarding several key challenges and perspectives cannot be overlooked, including:

1. Unequal access to technology for involved parties.

The need for teacher training in implementing universal design principles.

Supporting teachers in the process of applying universal design principles.

Developing clear policies and strategies for full implementation of universal design.
Creating mechanisms for actively promoting universal design in Bulgarian education.
Initiating supporting tools for sustainable implementation of universal design in schools.
Engaging the local community in the principles of universal design.

No gk owd

Regarding the latter point (No. 7), Milena Yakimova raises the question "Whose child is this?"
focusing on the responsibilities of the family and the extended family circle, as well as the small
community, regarding the generation of social inequalities (lakimova, M., 2019). However, the
theoretical overview could expand further to include the multi-institutional framework at the
local community level, involving social institutions, cultural institutions, and other entities.

What can be generalized as a common omission in researchers' developments regarding
universal design in education up to this point can be encapsulated in the thought of Mohandas
Karamchand Gandhi: "Three-quarters of all the miseries and misunderstandings in the world
would disappear if we put ourselves in the place of our adversary and understood his
viewpoint". Broadly speaking, universal design in education should provide a sufficient number
of perspectives on a given case, phenomenon, process, or situation to ensure the universality of
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the solution, maximize applicability, and minimize potential and real barriers for all involved
parties.

UNIVERSAL DESIGN IN EDUCATION FROM BULGARIA

In the context of Bulgarian education, the question of implementing universal design becomes
critically important, aiming for inclusive and quality education for all. It allows finding benefits
and supporting opportunities for the students, for the teachers, for the system in general, for the
community and society. It also justifies the perspective of the strengths where each stakeholder
is acting with enhanced capabilities and reduced barriers, fostering an environment of equal
opportunity and participation.

1. for the students

Universal design opens the door to equal access to education for all students. This approach not
only enhances the learning process but also creates an educational environment that adapts to
the diversity of the student population. Providing appropriate educational resources and
methods supports the development of every student, regardless of their individual needs.

In academic discourse, universal design is recognized as a pivotal strategy in promoting
inclusive education, ensuring that educational environments are accessible and accommodating
to all learners, regardless of their diverse abilities or backgrounds. This approach emphasizes
proactive design considerations that anticipate and address varying needs from the outset,
thereby fostering an inclusive learning environment that promotes equity and opportunity for
all students.

Bulgarian legislative framework still needs improvement towards universal design, however
partly adequate stipulations could be found in the Regulation from 2017 on Inclusive Education.

2. for the teachers

The question of implementing universal design underscores the need for professional
development of teachers. Educating educators involves developing strategies for creating lesson
plans and materials that accommodate different learning styles and individual student needs. It
also enhances the need of horizontal support, adequate monitoring and analyses. Teachers play
a crucial role in the successful implementation of universal design by engaging with students
and supporting their active learning processes.

In academic discourse, the integration of universal design in education highlights the pivotal
role of teacher training and ongoing professional development. Teachers are recognized as
fundamental agents in shaping inclusive educational environments by tailoring instructional
methods and materials to meet the diverse needs of students. This approach emphasizes the
proactive adaptation of teaching practices to ensure accessibility and engagement for all
learners, thereby fostering equitable educational opportunities and enhancing overall learning
outcomes.
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Recognizing the critical role of the Bulgarian teacher, their impact, and the clear need for
support and development, the Bulgarian government initiated in 2016 Regulation No. 12 on the
status and professional development of teachers, principals, and other pedagogical specialists.

3. for the system

The application of universal design requires a high degree of precision to minimize the margin
of error. Its key characteristic of seeking increasingly better solutions makes it a dynamic tool
that reflects the need for continuously exploring new means to minimize constraints. By
minimizing limitations, universal design maximizes well-being in the modern school.

An additional burden for school management is the constant search for and achievement of
efficiency and added value from the conducted pedagogical activities to improve the quality of
education, not only for Bulgarian perspective. Such challenges might include:

A) Lowering the criteria and requirements in the educational process;
B) Undeservedly inflating students' grades;
C) Compromising in relationships with parents and students;

D) Treating students primarily as financial entities rather than as individuals with
personal identities;

E) Establishing harmful practices of accepting more students than the school's facilities
can accommodate,

F) and many others.

As previously defined, universal design in education provides sufficient number of perspectives
on a given case, phenomenon, process, or situation to ensure the universality of the solution,
maximize applicability, and minimize potential and real barriers for all involved parties. And
all these reflect on the expectations for increasing efficiency and better quality to all involved
people and processes. However to make them true in a daily schedule, a sufficient flexibility is
necessary about the system, the managers and the application of the legislative framework.

One of the legal opportunities to answer such request on instant versatility is the public-private
partnership, as permitted under the Concession Act.

4. for the community

Over the past decades, universal design has become an integral part of public discussions on
innovation and development. The concept has evolved through various stages, from the initial
aim of compensating for disabilities to the broader idea of creating an environment that is
accessible and convenient for everyone. This approach emphasizes the importance of diversity
in society. However, the legislative framework is still a step behind being unbalanced and not
enough coordinated between the regulations to step efficiently on the strengths of the
stakeholders in a potential partnership. This necessitates the development and implementation
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of various coordination mechanisms for interaction between institutions and organizations, and
they act in deed.

With the introduction of the principles of universal design, the community will benefit from:

1. Improved access to education

Enhanced quality of education

Inclusive learning environment

Motivation and support for teachers

Collaboration between institutions and organizations
Tracking and measurement of results.
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These aspects, cobined with econimical rationality and application of educational standards,
should provide the methods for measuring educational and developmental outcomes,
addressing the unique needs of individual students, reflecting the traditions and attitudes of the
local community, motivating educational professionals, ensuring real-time tracking of
deadlines, responding to the dynamic and growing needs and increased societal expectations.
The implementation of educational standards that align with the steps of educational
development within both the national and international systems is connected particularly with
the global context of contemporary society.

DISCUSSION

Despite the benefits, implementing universal design may encounter challenges. Issues such as
funding, staff training, and infrastructure improvements need to be addressed. At the same time,
attention must be paid to the individual needs of students and how they can quickly integrate
into the educational system. It is advisable to actively involve collaboration between
educational institutions, society, and parents to successfully implement universal design.

Universal design in education refers to creating learning environments that are accessible to all
students, including those with disabilities or special needs. Barriers and obstacles in Bulgarian
education may include lack of accessibility in school buildings, inadequate learning materials,
or lack of support for students with disabilities. It is important to work towards removing these
barriers to ensure equal access and opportunities for all students.

Challenges faced by schools, teachers, and students in implementing universal design include
also prejudices and stereotypes about students with disabilities, which can hinder the
application of universal design.

Recognizing quality in universal design involves assessing how effectively the learning
environment or instructional materials cater to all students, regardless of their specific needs or
disabilities. Improving access to education and training requires addressing several key areas:

1. Access to Education and Training for Disadvantaged Groups: Ensuring equitable access
to education and training for groups facing inequality.
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2. Children and Youth in Education and Society, Linked to Expanding Extracurricular and
Out-of-School Learning Forms: Enhancing opportunities for children and youth through
expanding extracurricular and out-of-school learning activities.

3. Development of Lifelong Learning Systems: Fostering the development of lifelong
learning systems to support continuous education throughout one's life.

Specialists and teachers working in Bulgaria's educational system need to acquire new
competencies to enhance their sensitivity towards applying universal design in their
professional daily routines.

Parental involvement in their children's education, the impact on their motivation and the
connection to academic achievement are linked to the acceptance that their children should be
educated in an environment designed to anticipate daily challenges. This environment should
prepare learners for a fast-paced future and for careers that have yet to be defined.

And not least, the exceptional importance and decisive role in the process of implementing the
principles of universal design in education lie with school principals. It is up to them to create
the necessary conditions for the existence of universal design.

Together with governance, the process will need an adequate curriculum in student training to
provide a structured, effective, and responsive educational experience that meets the needs of
all stakeholders alike. Such curriculum should involve (not limited to):

1. Introduction to the Concept of Universal Design: Historical Overview

2. Policies for Universal Design

3. Universal Design in Education - Goals and Practices

4. Legal Framework for Universal Design - Architectural, Pedagogical, Social, and

International Perspectives

Obijects and Subjects of Universal Design

Positioning of Students in the Concept of Universal Design in Education: Participation

in Decision-Making Processes. Representation, Influence, Perspectives

7. Universal Design as a Professional and Managerial Challenge

8. Problem areas, analysis, assessment, possible solutions

9. Digital technologies and universal design in education

10. Development of universal design - perspectives and obstacles

11. Universal design as a design for the future or compensatory societal mechanism

12. The game in education - a tool for universal design, for managing people, success,
happiness, and career

13. Inclusive education and the approach of universal design

14. Universal design as a networked approach in society encompasses pedagogical, social,
and administrative dimensions.

15. Designing accompanying educational services

16. Simulation for advancing forward in time

17. Avrtificial Intelligence (Al) as a tool for success in education

o o
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18. Universal Design in Bulgarian Education
Successfully completing training in this academic discipline should/will know
A) The application of terminology in universal design;
B) Policies in universal design;
C) Approaches to implementing universal design in education;

D) Recognizing and applying innovations through the method of universal design in
education.

They will be able to

E) Analyze opportunities for optimizing environments and processes aligned with the
principles of universal design;

F) Apply the principles of universal design in the educational process;
G) Adapt educational elements through the principles of universal design.

They will possess competencies in (1) Interaction in a multi-differential environment; (2)
Positive attitude towards innovations in education; (3) Continuous improvement of skills; (4)
Responsibility towards achieving humane goals and tasks; (5) Respect for the right to freedom
of choice and expression.

CONCLUSION

Universal design and digital technologies have the potential to transform education in Bulgaria
by creating a more accessible, inclusive, and effective learning environment. Despite the
challenges, integrating these approaches is crucial for achieving quality education for all
students, regardless of their individual differences and needs.

In public schools, there should exist mechanisms ensuring sufficient democracy and integrated
freedom for directly interested parties, enabling adequate assessments and real-time responses
that impact the quality of education for both teachers and students, thereby contributing to the
benefits and advancements of the system as a whole. Universal design offers a fundamental
approach to education that reflects principles of equality and inclusion.

In the context of Bulgarian education, implementing Universal design approach can strengthen
the educational system and ensure that every student has the opportunity to develop and succeed
in own education.
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