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FUNCTIONING OF PEOPLE WITH VISUAL
DISABILITIES IN PUBLIC SPACES. THE EXHIBITION
“TOWARDS DARKNESS” AS AN ELEMENT OF THE
EDUCATION SYSTEM OF FUTURE ARCHITECTS AND
ARCHITECTURE STUDENTS

The aim of the article is to describe how people with visual disabilities function in public
space and to examine the potential of the educational exhibition “Towards Darkness” in the
process of educating future architects.

The study was based on the previously gathered knowledge and analysis of the research-
ers. During the analysis, special attention was paid to diseases of the sense of sight that affect
the perception of architecture. Moreover, author analyzed problems related to architectural
barriers. The article also contains an analysis of the forms of expanding knowledge about
blind people.

The rest of the considerations in the article is focused on the exhibition “Towards
Darkness” located in the Center for Science and Senses “WOMALI”. It is a place whose main
goal is to present the problems of people with visual disabilities. The exhibition is located
in a completely dark room where, with the help of a blind guide, visitors can learn about the
world of blind people and understand their everyday problems.

In order to obtain answers to the selected topic, author of the study chose a focus study
as a research method. The aim of the study was to obtain experts’ opinions on the “Towards
Darkness” exhibition. During the study, experts answered the questions and then took part in
a discussion that allowed to draw necessary conclusions.

The research results indicate that the “Towards Darkness” exhibition has a very high edu-
cational value and would successfully enrich the education program of architecture students.

Keywords: blind people, educational exhibition, education of architects, architecture
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1. INTRODUCTION

“Imagine the lights go out. There is absolute pitch-black darkness, and you must
manage without the use of your sight, interacting with your surroundings in a way
that allows you to function normally and perform everyday tasks” [Niewidzialna
Ulica w Poznaniu 2024].

This is the reality for nearly 5% of people living in Poland. This group includes
blind individuals as well as those with visual impairments such as reduced visual
acuity, central scotomas, or tunnel vision. As we can observe, each of these im-
pairments, to varying degrees, affects the perception of space and architecture
[Klopotowska 2016].

D E

Fig. 1. Visual perception in the context of visual impairments: correct vision (A); vision
with reduced visual acuity (B); vision with scattered scotomas (C); vision with tunnel vi-
sion (D); vision with a central scotoma (E) [own elaboration based on Ktopotowska 2016]
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Blind individuals and those with visual impairments encounter daily challeng-
es that sighted people are often unaware of. This stems from an insufficient under-
standing of the needs and ways in which blind individuals navigate public spac-
es. Common issues include architectural barriers such as protruding or hanging
elements in walkways or unmarked changes in ground elevation. These elements
appear unexpectedly, and their unclear placement causes difficulties for visual-
ly impaired individuals. They also pose significant risks to health and safety and
greatly hinder mobility. These obstacles impact the quality of life for these in-
dividuals, often leading to fear and uncertainty about navigating public spaces
[Ktopotowska 2016].

Another significant issue is errors in the navigation systems for blind people,
particularly the lack of or improperly constructed tactile paths. The absence of rules
and navigational elements excludes visually impaired individuals from the group of
users and makes moving through such spaces extremely difficult. This significantly
affects their comfort and the way they use public spaces [Klopotowska 2016].

To improve the functioning of individuals with visual impairments in public
spaces, it is essential to better adapt these areas to their needs. One notable exam-
ple of an institution that has extensively modified its San Francisco headquarters
to accommodate blind individuals is the “LightHouse for the Blind and Visually
Impaired Training Centre”, designed by blind architect Chris Downey.

Through a profound understanding of the challenges faced by blind people daily,
Downey introduced several key modifications in his design to significantly enhance
accessibility. One of the first changes implemented was the intentional use of var-
ied floor textures. This simple adjustment enables blind individuals to easily iden-
tify their location within the building. Another improvement was the introduction
of a straightforward navigation system based on tactile paths installed on the build-
ing’s walls. This system facilitated movement for blind users and provided a simple
and intuitive way to navigate the space.

The final but equally critical element of the design was the use of soundproof-
ing insulation to block noise between rooms and from the street. This measure im-
proved communication for blind individuals and made it easier for them to function
within the building [60 Minutes 2023].

Downey’s example demonstrates that understanding of the challenges faced by
blind individuals provides architects with a foundation for creating spaces and de-
veloping solutions that facilitate their functioning in public areas. Another import-
ant benefit is breaking stereotypes and thereby improving the public perception of
blind individuals.

For any of the above solutions to be effectively implemented, it is crucial to first
expand the knowledge of future architects about the experiences and challenges
faced by blind individuals in navigating public spaces. Three key and most valuable
sources of knowledge about visually impaired individuals can be identified.
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The most common and easily accessible source is information obtained from
media outlets. These may include scientific research results, popular science arti-
cles, or other types of information published on the Internet.

Another example is the analysis of 3D models. While primarily designed for
use by blind individuals, studying how these models are utilized can provide valu-
able insights into how blind individuals perceive the world. This also allows for
a deeper understanding of their cognitive and thought processes [Klopotowska,
Klopotowski 2018].

Fig. 2. Model of the Church of Saints Fig. 3. Model of the Castle in Kremnica,
Peter and Paul and the Church of Saint model author: unknown
Andrew, model author: Karol Badna [photo author: E. Stachura]

[author’s photo]

The last and most unconventional method of expanding future architects’ knowl-
edge about the functioning of blind individuals is through various educational exhi-
bitions. A very good example of this type of exhibition is “Towards Darkness”, lo-
cated at the Center for Science and Senses “WOMAI” at Pawia Street 34 in Krakow.

This exhibition takes place in a completely dark room, and our guide is a blind
person. The guide leads visitors through different stages of the exhibition, during
which they must confront the daily tasks faced by individuals with visual impair-
ments. Throughout the entire exhibition, the blind guide explains and demonstrates
solutions that facilitate everyday functioning. This is a very unconventional and
rarely encountered educational method. The exhibition teaches through experience,
allowing participants to directly experience a glimpse of the world of blind individ-
uals and understand their challenges. Therefore, I believe that the educational poten-
tial of such exhibitions is not sufficiently utilized, and investigating their impact on
the audience could reveal how they can be integrated into systems of support for in-
dividuals with visual impairments [Center for Science and Senses “WOMAI” 2024].
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2. AIMS AND METHODS

The main objective of the research conducted was to examine the potential of the
“Towards Darkness” exhibition as one of the educational tools for future architects.
Another aim of the study was to assess the extent to which the exhibition influences
the improvement of the public image of blind individuals and how this affects their
functioning in public spaces.

To obtain the necessary information about the “Towards Darkness” exhibition
and its impact on the education of future architects, a focus group study was con-
ducted. This research method involves gathering as much feedback and information
as possible from a specially selected group of experts. The group consists of a small
number of individuals with extensive knowledge or significant experience in the
studied field. Initially, these individuals are asked to complete a survey, based on
which a scenario for the subsequent discussion is created. The same group of ex-
perts also participates in the discussion, whose goal is to gather opinions and infor-
mation on the topics addressed in the survey. The discussion also allows for a deep-
er understanding of the subject and for collecting additional insights. A moderator
oversees the entire study, ensuring the discussion stays on track and aligns with the
previously prepared scenario consisting of questions and topics that facilitate the
smooth progression of the research.

The study was conducted with a group of 10 employees from the “WOMAI”
Science and Senses Centre in Krakow, who are directly involved in the “Towards
Darkness” exhibition. Among the experts, there are both blind guides, who daily
show others a glimpse of their lives through the exhibition, and sighted individuals
who assist in organizing the event. These individuals possess significant knowledge
in the studied field, which is why they were included in the group of experts. They
were asked to complete a specially prepared survey, based on which the planned
discussion took place. The survey consisted of 7 multiple-choice questions relat-
ed to the functioning of the centre, the main goals of the exhibition, the emotions
it evokes in visitors, and how it is perceived. The questions aimed to obtain essen-
tial information and better understand the operation of the centre. The information
gathered from the survey helped steer the discussion in the right direction and gath-
er the necessary insights. The discussion allowed for the confrontation of extreme
responses and provided in-depth justification for the problems identified by the sur-
vey participants. It also helped eliminate extreme opinions and exclude them from
further stages of the study. After the discussion, the results were analyzed, and con-
clusions were drawn.

This method was chosen due to its ability to collect large amount of data in rel-
atively short time. Another important aspect is its flexibility, as the moderator can
adapt the questions based on the current state of the discussion and guide it in the
desired direction. During the study, it is also possible to observe the interactions
and behavior of the experts, which may influence the collected information.
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3. RESULTS

As a result of the research conducted, a wealth of information was gathered re-
garding the functioning of the WOMAI Science and Senses Centre and the impact
of its activities on visitors.

The responses from the experts indicate that the primary goals of the centre
are to raise awareness about the daily lives of blind individuals and to show how
the world is perceived by them. The centre also aims to provide an interesting and
unique form of leisure. These goals were chosen due to the insufficient knowl-
edge that sighted people have and their unrealistic perceptions of the lives of blind
individuals.

Participating in the exhibition is meant to tangibly demonstrate the realities of
blind people’s lives and the scale of the problems they face daily. Through its engag-
ing format and knowledgeable guides, the exhibition presents the challenges blind
people experience in public spaces in a friendly and understandable way.

The research findings also indicate a direct connection between the exhibition
and a wide range of emotions experienced by visitors. These emotions manifest in
various ways, such as tears, handshakes, or even speechlessness. These reactions
are triggered by the new experience, which is often shocking for participants. The
study revealed that during the exhibition, visitors can experience a broad spectrum
of extreme emotions, such as sadness, fear, joy, empathy, understanding, excitement,
humility, and curiosity. The emotions are strongly influenced by the personal na-
ture of the individual and the way the exhibition is presented by the guide.

The research clearly shows that the most common emotional state is curiosity.
This is a natural human reaction to unfamiliar experiences. The visitor never knows
what to expect or what obstacles they will face. This state is further amplified by
their limited knowledge of blind individuals and their world. Visitors are curious
about how the knowledge will be conveyed, what challenges they will encounter,
and to what extent they will be able to handle them.

In addition to curiosity, empathy and understanding are frequently encountered.
This is due to the reduction of distance and a closer understanding of the blind per-
son’s life, and thus a deeper and better understanding of the difficulties they experi-
ence. During the exhibition, visitors learn through practice, experiencing the scale
of the problem firsthand. By gaining insight into the issues faced by blind individ-
uals, visitors are able to comprehend the difficulties these people encounter. Being
surrounded by darkness, it becomes easier for visitors to empathize and understand
the scale of the problem and the real impact it has on the lives and functioning of
blind people. The emotional state experienced the least is sadness.

The results of the study suggest that the way the exhibition is conducted, com-
bined with the fascinating and genuine individuals working at the centre, contrib-
utes to the overwhelmingly positive reactions to the exhibition. The guides share
their personal stories and are eager to show how their lives unfold.
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Participants' Feelings Towards the "Towards Darkness"
Exhibition
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Fig. 4. Participants’ Feelings Towards the “Towards Darkness” Exhibition [own analysis
based on survey results]

The results of the study also indicate that the exhibition attracts significant me-
dia interest, and consequently, a large number of visitors. The widest group of at-
tendees consists of students and educational staff, with private individuals also fre-
quently attending.

The exhibition attracts many visitors because it addresses an interesting and rare-
ly discussed topic. It often becomes a part of educational trips and enables young
people to understand problems they were previously unaware of. Educational staff
also frequently return with new groups of students because they consider the ex-
hibition to be highly educational and worth attention. It covers a niche that is not
taught at schools, and the centre allows people to touch and experience a different
way of perceiving the world. It is also worth noting that the way the exhibition is
presented depends entirely on the guide and their personality. Each guide focuses
on slightly different aspects that they consider most important. Therefore, the exhi-
bition can be visited multiple times, with each visit offering a new perspective and
additional knowledge.
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Percentage of visitors to the exhibition by
type of occupation
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Fig. 5. Percentage of visitors to the exhibition by type of occupation [own study based on
survey results]

The exhibition is received very positively by visitors. People are interested in the
message and the form of the exhibition. Visitors are very eager to return and con-
sider the experience to be very educational. The centre is frequently recommended
and visited by tourists. The exhibition owes its greatest interest to its unique form
and the staff. It is the people who set the rhythm and dynamics of the exhibition.
Through their natural character and personal stories, they help others understand
their world.

4. DISCUSSION

The main goals of the “WOMAI” Science and Senses Centre highlight the sig-
nificant educational value of the “Towards Darkness” exhibition. They show that
the primary aim of the exhibition is to educate visitors and expand their knowl-
edge on the daily functioning of blind individuals. Through an accessible and un-
derstandable format, sighted people can gain a vivid understanding of the scale of
problems faced by blind people and the daily challenges they must overcome. The
unique form of the exhibition also helps to dispel unrealistic ideas and stereotypes
about blind individuals. During the visit, visitors are confronted with the world of
blind people in the most direct way possible, allowing them to notice errors and
issues in the world around them. Additionally, by understanding these obstacles,



Functioning of people with visual disabilities in public spaces. The exhibition... 109

future architects will be better equipped to create solutions that are more adapted
to the needs of individuals with visual impairments.

It can also be observed that the Centre places a significant emphasis on present-
ing the guides as “ordinary” people. This approach shortens the distance between
the guide and the visitors, facilitates easy communication, and fosters a better un-
derstanding of the topic. These efforts enable visitors to identify more closely with
the issues faced by blind individuals. The individual approach and the unique char-
acter of the guides also influence the way information is conveyed, making it sim-
pler and more accessible in a friendly environment. Each guide adapts their method
of communication to the specific group they are leading, ensuring that the informa-
tion is delivered in the most effective way.

The emotional states experienced by the participants of the exhibition further
emphasize the educational value of the exhibition. Among the wide range of emo-
tions, one of the most frequent is understanding. It occurs almost always during the
visit and proves that the exhibition has a strong educational impact. Understanding
comes with a deeper exploration of the subject and the expansion of knowledge.
When the world and problems of others are fully understood, one can offer real help
and devise appropriate solutions.

The number of students and education professionals who visit the centre con-
firms that it is an excellent educational method. It is an unconventional yet effec-
tive way of transmitting information, one that stays in mind long after the experi-
ence. As it is widely known, people learn best through experience, and in the case
of this exhibition, when visitors encounter and experience the world of blind indi-
viduals firsthand, they gain a better understanding of their situation and problems.
Education professionals often return to the centre with new groups, noting that the
exhibition opens their eyes and presents the world in a completely new way. They
also mention that it is a life-changing experience and undoubtedly highly education-
al for young people.

In conclusion, the exhibition as an educational method helps to better understand
the needs of blind individuals, which in turn gives visitors the opportunity to solve
various problems that blind people encounter. Through the experiences gained at
the Centre, visitors begin to notice aspects of daily life that were previously taken
for granted. They are also able to identify mistakes and search for appropriate solu-
tions quicker and easier.

The exhibition also leads to a change in attitude. It fosters emotional connections
with blind individuals, which shortens distance and improves understanding of the
issue, making it closer to the visitor. One of the effects is also the breakdown of the
fear of interacting with blind individuals, a fear that exists among some people, of-
ten stemming from a lack of basic knowledge about people with visual impairments.
Thanks to the exhibition’s method of communication, stereotypes are broken, which
in turn improves the image of blind people.
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All of the above impacts of the exhibition demonstrate that it could be effectively
used as an educational tool and would greatly enrich the curriculum for architecture
students. By including the exhibition in the education of students, we raise future
architects’ awareness about inclusive design and create spaces that are accessible
to all people. It is also worth noting that the emotional impact of the exhibition on
individuals is an asset. Through the experiences gained during the exhibition and by
experiencing the challenges firsthand, young architects will be able to design pub-
lic spaces in a more thoughtful way, taking into account the needs of all individuals.
This will allow the creation of spaces that are open to everyone and free from barri-
ers that hinder daily functioning.

5. SUMMARY

As the research presented above shows, the exhibition “Towards Darkness” can
be successfully used as an educational method for both architects and architec-
ture students. In the rapidly developing world, new educational methods should be
integrated into curricula to improve older approaches and address systemic gaps.
Introducing educational exhibitions will help better understand the needs of blind
individuals and adjust solutions in designs to meet those needs. Furthermore, it will
eliminate recurring mistakes in designs and allow for the development of new meth-
ods that facilitate the functioning of blind people in public spaces.

Moreover, educational exhibitions can be easily adapted to the current needs of
universities, which allows for flexibility in the topic and the quality of the knowl-
edge conveyed. By employing different guides, various opinions and perspectives
can be obtained in a given situation. The wide range of available configurations of
guides and exhibition topics ensures that students will be able to extract the most
important information and apply it in their future projects.

With the introduction of educational exhibitions into academic curricula, the im-
age of blind individuals will be improved, and new job opportunities will be created.
By spreading knowledge and fostering close contact with blind people, future ar-
chitects will fully understand the needs of such individuals, and in turn, break var-
ious stereotypes related to visual impairments. Additionally, through new solutions
embedded in their designs, greater emphasis will be placed on promoting inclusive
design. This will allow for the creation of new objects and spaces that are open and
welcoming to all users.

Furthermore, by complementing the curriculum with educational exhibitions,
a closer emotional bond will be established, which will influence the design process.
When the needs of blind individuals are better understood, our approach to the issue
changes. This happens because a topic that was once considered taboo is fully ex-
plained and understood. As a result, it is no longer something completely unknown,
but rather something close and easy to understand.
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ATTACHMENT 1

Survey on Methods of Educating Sighted People About Spatial Perception Based

on the Example of the “WOMAI” Science and Sense Center

Please complete the survey by selecting one answer (or multiple answers if

indicated).

1) What is the main goal of the “Towards Darkness” exhibition? (Please select
a maximum of 3 answers)

life.

people.

ooo 0O Oogo

2) What emotions or feelings does the “Towards Darkness” exhibition most often

To break stereotypes about blind people.
To raise public awareness about helping blind people.
To provide an interesting and rare form of spending free time.

To show how blind people perceive the world.
To bring closer the problems faced by blind people.
To teach orientation and movement in darkness.
To emphasize the importance of the senses of smell, touch, and hearing in daily

evoke in visitors? (Please select only one option in each line)

To raise public awareness of issues related to the daily functioning of blind

Never

Hardly ever

Often

Very often

Alwyas

Curiosity

Sadness

Joy

Fear

Excitement

Empathy

Understanding

Humility

Emotion
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3) How is the “Towards Darkness” exhibition perceived by visitors?

L] Positively, visitors are interested in the message and form of the exhibition, con-
sidering the experience extremely educational. They are eager to recommend
and share their experiences with others.

Positively, visitors are interested in the message and form of the exhibition. They
consider the exhibition educational.

Positively, visitors are satisfied with the form and message of the exhibition, but
the topic is not particularly interesting to them.

Negatively, visitors do not like the theme of the exhibition.

Negatively, visitors do not like the theme of the exhibition or its presentation.
They consider the exhibition boring and worthless.

Visitors’ attitude is indifferent.

O oo o 0O

EEN
~

Does the “Towards Darkness” exhibition evolve?

Yes, once a year.

Yes, once every six months.

Yes, less frequently than once a year.
No.

ooond

(%]
~

Does the “Towards Darkness” exhibition attract media attention?

Yes, a lot.

Yes, a little.

Yes, if the media are informed.
It does not attract attention.

Oodon

6) Who belongs to the largest group of visitors to the exhibition “Towards
Darkness”? (Please select a maximum of 2 answers)

Healthcare workers

Students

Uniformed service personnel
Education staff

Civil servants

Architects

Customer service staff
Artists

Others

oooooogood
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7) How many people visit the “Towards Darkness” exhibition in a week?

0-10
11-20
21-30
31-40
41-50
50+

OoOooOooo

FUNKCJONOWANIE OSOB Z NIEPELNOSPRAWNOSCIA WZROKU
W PRZESTRZENI PUBLICZNEJ. WYSTAWA ,,W STRONE CIEMNOSCI”
JAKO ELEMENT KSZTALCENIA PRZYSZLYCH ARCHITEKTOW
I STUDENTOW ARCHITEKTURY

Streszczenie

Celem artykutu jest ujawnienie i opis sposobu funkcjonowania oséb z niepetnospraw-
no$cig wzroku w przestrzeni publicznej oraz zbadanie potencjatu wystawy edukacyjnej
W strong ciemnosci” w procesie ksztalcenia przysztych architektow. Podstawe do prze-
prowadzenia badania stanowity wczesniej zdobyta wiedza oraz analiza dotychczasowego
dorobku badaczy. Podczas analizy szczegdlna uwaga zostata poswigcona chorobom zmy-
stu wzroku wptywajacym na odbior architektury i przestrzeni. Przeanalizowane zostaty
réwniez problemy zwigzane z barierami architektonicznymi. Artykul zawiera tez analizg
form poszerzania wiedzy na temat osob niewidomych, ze szczegélnym uwzglednieniem
wystaw edukacyjnych. Dalsza czg¢$¢ rozwazan prowadzonych w artykule w catosci dotyczy
wystawy ,,W stron¢ ciemnosci” zlokalizowanej w Centrum Nauki i Zmystow ,WOMAT”.
Jest to nietypowe miejsce, ktorego glownym celem jest przyblizenie probleméw 0sob z nie-
petnosprawnoscia wzroku oraz podniesienie swiadomosci spotecznej na tematy zwigzane
z codziennym funkcjonowaniem 0so6b niewidomych. Wystawa znajduje si¢ w caltkowicie
ciemnym pomieszczeniu, gdzie dzigki pomocy niewidomego przewodnika zwiedzajacy
moga pozna¢ $wiat 0sob niewiadomych oraz zrozumie¢ ich codzienne problemy. W celu
uzyskania odpowiedzi na wybrany temat zostato przeprowadzone badanie fokusowe, kto-
rego celem bylo uzyskanie opinii ekspertow na temat wystawy ,,W stron¢ ciemnosci”.
W gronie ekspertow znalezli si¢ pracownicy Centrum Nauki i Zmystow ,,WOMAI”, ktorzy
podczas trwania badania udzielili odpowiedzi na pytania zawarte w specjalnie przygoto-
wanej ankiecie, a nastgpnie wzigli udziat w dyskusji, ktora pozwolita wyciagna¢ niezbedne
wnioski. Wyniki badan wskazuja, ze wystawa ,,W stron¢ ciemno$ci” ma bardzo duzg war-
tos$¢ edukacyjng i z powodzeniem wzbogacitaby program ksztatcenia studentéw architektu-
ry. Badania wskazaty roéwniez zalezno$¢ wystawy od odczuwanych emocji, ktore w bardzo
rozlegtej skali wystgpuja wsrod zwiedzajacych.

Stowa kluczowe: osoby niewidome, wystawa edukacyjna, architektura, ksztatcenie
architektow



