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The project presented here looks at inclusive design for
mobile learning and communication in two different

In recent years we have seen a change in attitude from
considering people with disabilities and older people as
special cases requiring special design solutions, to
involving them in their everyday life routines through a
more inclusive approach to design [1]. Important for
this approach is understanding the needs and wishes of
people adversely affected by decisions made
throughout the specification and design process.
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In this position paper we present methodological
considerations from a project in which we have
collaborated with people with cognitive difficulties and
university students. For people with considerable
difficulties in communicating, a new means of
expressing their dreams was required. Cultural probes
were used to inspire, inform and surprise in the design
process: situated probing.
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Situated probing

Since the idea of using cultural probes was proposed
[2] it has received substantial attention from the
research community of interaction designers oriented
towards conceptual design of interactive digital devices.
To transcend well-established practices and habits

Participatory and engaging methods

The Mobility and Learning Environments Project focuses
on methodological problems of how to engage users in
design. One specific question was how to combine
ethnographic approaches with cultural probes to
support engagement in design processes. Studies have
documented that people with autism, unable to learn in
a conventional educational environment, are able to
learn in ones adapted to their specific needs [9]. This
requires that we engage people in designing flexible
learning situations that fit their needs. Participants from
two learning environments have been involved. A
university environment characterized by the need for
access to a wide range learning sources, and a day
activity centre for people with reduced cognitive
abilities. The potential of this polarization is implied in
the description of the project [5]. A number of cultural
probe processes (see following sections) have revealed
surprising observations and important ideas for future
design by giving us access to our own and our codesigners’ thoughts.

Project background

groups of people: one with very limited verbal language
abilities with a need to convey their experiences and
language non-verbally, and another, students, with a
need for access to different media in an open, flexible
environment. Our challenge has been to establish a
situated design process that allows us to reveal and
understand the needs and wishes of both groups.

We saw our primary task as project managers to
create, as far as possible, the required conditions that
would enable people with significant cognitive and
communicative difficulties to direct the design process

Cultural probes in design for cognitive
difficulties

Talking about cultural probes as a means for provoking
users in order to gain inspiration for design usually is
referring to the designers’ inspiration. But we believe
that the “friction” contained in the probe’s design can
also work as a way of inspiring users to create new use
situations and to look at their environment in a new
way. In an interactive process of inclusive design
involving people with very limited verbal language
abilities, questionnaires and interviews are extremely
blunt instruments for capturing people’s dreams or
aversions. Different kinds of cultural probes in this
context are many times preferable because they do not
require specific prerequisite knowledge or language
skills. In the Mobility and Learning Environments
Project, we introduced a number of hi-, lo- and no-tech
probes at the two sites described. In what follows, we
describe how the use of these probes has inspired and
surprised those of us who have participated in the
process. We focus primarily on design processes
involving people from the day activity centre in this
paper.

based on many years of experience, it is necessary to
establish and use methods and means that allow the
viewing of well-known situations in a new way.
Metaphorical design [8] and future workshops [7] are
early attempts in this approach. Cultural probes can be
considered as another method based on the idea of
transcending practice, which has its roots in an artistic,
design-oriented approach.
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We deliberately used probes from the beginning of the
project which in appearance and use strongly
resembled artefacts our co-designers had been familiar
with for several years. This could include videos, digital

Probes resemblance

Since this was the first trial, we had no assumptions
about how the cultural probes would be appreciated or
applied after the introduction. There was a hope among
us as designers that at least some of the probes would
be so tempting and fun to use, that they would initiate
processes that directly or indirectly would give us clues
about issues that had a distinctive importance for our
co-designers with cognitive limitations.

and thus become co-designers from the very beginning
to the end. Experiences from previous similar projects
indicated that the reason the co-designers were not
given the opportunity to control the process was
primarily due to the great difficulties they had in
verbalizing their wishes and needs. By making use of
cultural probes, that obstacle no longer existed.
Instead, through their actions they could inspire others
to take part in the design process. Action goes for both
the designer and the participants. By situating
ourselves [6] and acting, we capture many of the
practical problems and conditions that would otherwise
have been missed [11]. The technology can serve as a
catalyst and can provoke reflection, answer existing
questions while at the same time raising new ones [4].
Maria Hellström [3] talks about probing as situated action.
We have to radicalize probing by way of its Latin roots as
a virtual probare, a creative trying out, in the full and
situated sense. The consequence of this is a situating of
probing as critical, localized and partial. It also means
taking part in and generating of situations [3, 185].

An exciting part of many design processes is the
challenge of trying to transcend well-established
practices and habits based on many years of
experience. To do so, it is often necessary to establish
and use methods and means that allow you to view
very familiar situations and environments in a new way.
In this project, we have attempted to take this a step
further by consciously creating conditions for people

Concluding remarks

Since we as researchers wanted to let ourselves be
exposed, inspired and, if possible, surprised, we chose
to start with just a few probes. We were prepared to
take all the time needed to let our co-designers’
become acquainted with them before we introduced
others. Our co-designers, however, very quickly found
innovative ways of using the probes that forced us to
come up with responses in the form of different kinds
of tangible or intangible artefacts. Each step, each
interaction, each response required a tremendous
amount of sensitivity, understanding and empathy from
the supervisor of the day activity centre who was our
confident during the months when the first probes were
introduced. The supervisor ensured essential trust
among participants [10].

Trust and empathy

cameras, image management software, sound and
image based e-mail, barcode readers and ordinary
telephones. The advantage of starting with these
probes, which fit into old patterns, was that it made it
possible to interpret and relate the inspiration, the
answers and the reactions to the new applications of
well-known artifacts instead of discussing whether the
effect in reality emanated from the novelty of the
artefact as a physical device.
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