
SENSING THE CITY
INCLUSIVE PUBLIC SPACES THROUGH THE SENSES





Initiative

Design and Project 
Development

Collaboration





5SENSING THE CITY / INCLUSIVE PUBLIC SPACES THROUGH THE SENSES 

Introduction

The Proximity of Care Design Guide, 
developed by Arup and the Bernard van 
Leer Foundation, is a practical tool designed 
to help urban practitioners, developers, 
city authorities, and child development 
professionals integrate child- and family-
friendly design principles into their work.
 
The first stage of the project utilized 
this methodology, which encompasses 
phases of understanding, co-designing, 
and testing ideas, to address the diverse 
needs of children, particularly focusing on 
deaf children and the deaf community’s 
interaction with public spaces. We 
developed a prototype that incorporates 
elements of friendly and educational public 
spaces, aiming to introduce both deaf 
and hearing children to sign language 
and various communication methods. This 
initiative also emphasizes safe mobility 
for children and promotes participation, 
inclusion, and diversity within the project.

Our work resulted in the development of a prototype 
incorporating:

	→ Friendly and educational public spaces: Introducing 
deaf and hearing children to sign language and diverse 
communication methods.

	→ Safe mobility: Ensuring child-friendly navigation and 
movement.

	→ Inclusive participation: Designing for diversity and 
promoting collaborative interaction.

The prototype features:

	→ A tactile and visual communication device that 
stimulates senses and invites interaction.

	→ Specialized furniture: Facilitates face-to-face 
engagement, enhancing lip-reading and sign language use.

	→ Advocacy for inclusive cities: Raising awareness about 
the needs of diverse communities, previously unexplored in 
urban design.

This initiative seeks to redefine public spaces as inclusive care 
environments, nurturing playful, sensory-rich interactions while 
empowering children and their caregivers to communicate 
and connect in innovative ways.
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This initiative seeks to redefine public spaces 
as inclusive care environments, nurturing 
playful, sensory-rich interactions while 
empowering children and their caregivers to 
communicate and connect in innovative ways.
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Senses and Spaces: 
Key Design Concepts

To design this project that stimulates children’s senses, 
it is essential to create a space that invites exploration, 
play, and sensory learning in a natural and safe way. Here 
are some key elements to achieve this:

- Exploring Textures and Materials                           
- Aroma and Vegetation
- Play of Light and Shadows                                     
- Inclusive and Safe Design
- Use of Colors and Shapes                                      
- Spaces That Foster Socialization and Independence
- Spaces at Different Heights                                    
- Natural Elements 
- Integration of Sounds and Interactive Elements 

This philosophy aligns closely with the principles of the 
Proximity of Care framework, which emphasizes creating 
environments that support the well-being of young 
children, caregivers, and pregnant women, especially in 
vulnerable contexts. This approach recognizes that safe, 
stimulating, and inclusive spaces are crucial for healthy 
development and community resilience. By integrating 
design elements, we can create environments that 
foster early childhood growth while promoting care and 
connection within communities.



A) Exploring Textures 
and Materials

Textures play a fundamental role in a child’s sensory 
development. By incorporating a variety of materials, we 
create an environment rich in tactile experiences. Each 
texture stimulates different nerve endings, enhancing 
sensory processing and motor skills. For instance, the 
smoothness of glass contrasts with the roughness of 
stone, encouraging exploration and discovery. Natural 
materials, such as untreated wood or sand, also connect 
children with the outdoors, grounding them in natural 
elements. This variety not only fuels curiosity but also 
helps children develop fine motor skills and coordination 
as they interact with different surfaces, fostering cognitive 
connections through hands-on experiences.
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B) Play of Light and 
Shadows

Light and shadow can transform a space into a dynamic 
learning environment. Strategically placed openings, 
skylights, and perforated walls create ever-changing 
patterns of light that captivate children’s attention. 
These shifting light patterns stimulate visual perception 
and spark curiosity. For example, a room that bathes 
in morning light but shows patterns of shadow in the 
afternoon teaches children about the passage of time 
and the sun’s movement. Adjustable or interactive 
lighting systems add another layer, allowing children 
to manipulate light intensity and direction, fostering a 
deeper understanding of cause and effect. This dynamic 
interaction not only enriches sensory learning but also 
creates varying atmospheres for different activities.
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C) Use of Colors and 
Shapes

Colors profoundly affect mood, energy, and perception, 
especially in children. When designing spaces, it’s 
essential to select colors that energize and inspire 
without overwhelming the senses. Vibrant yet balanced 
hues can stimulate cognitive functions, improve 
concentration, and encourage creativity. Harmonizing 
colors with natural materials maintains a calming 
balance. Shapes also play a crucial role; organic, 
asymmetrical forms are more engaging and less 
predictable than rigid geometric structures. These shapes 
encourage imaginative play, as children are drawn to 
explore unique contours and spaces. By creating a 
visually stimulating environment, children’s cognitive 
and emotional development is supported through a 
harmonious blend of color and form.
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D) Spaces at Different 
Heights

Incorporating varying heights and levels, such as ramps, 
platforms, and stairs, adds layers of complexity to a 
space, transforming it into a playground of exploration. 
These elements promote physical development by 
encouraging children to climb, balance, and navigate 
different surfaces, enhancing their coordination and 
motor skills. Different heights also provide diverse 
perspectives, making the environment more dynamic. 
For instance, a platform can serve as a lookout point, 
stimulating spatial awareness and imaginative play. 
Varying levels encourage risk assessment in a controlled 
setting, helping children build confidence and problem-
solving skills. Overall, these multi-level environments 
foster both physical and cognitive growth through 
active exploration.
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E) Integration of 
Sounds and 
Interactive Elements

Sound is a powerful sensory tool that can stimulate 
curiosity and learning. Incorporating interactive elements 
like creaky wooden floors, chimes, or simple musical 
instruments encourages auditory exploration. These 
sounds create a multi-layered environment where 
children learn through cause and effect, understanding 
that their actions can produce different responses. 
Natural and soft sounds, like rustling leaves or water 
features, promote a calming atmosphere, enhancing 
focus and well-being. By avoiding harsh or overwhelming 
noises, the space remains inviting and nurturing. 
Interactive elements also foster social interaction and 
collaborative play, as children explore and create 
soundscapes together, enhancing their communication 
skills and auditory awareness.
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F) Aroma and 
Vegetation

Integrating aromatic plants and sensory gardens 
provides an invaluable connection to nature. Scents like 
lavender, mint, or rosemary engage the olfactory senses, 
which are closely linked to memory and emotion. These 
natural aromas can have calming effects, reducing 
stress and promoting a sense of well-being. Sensory 
gardens encourage exploration and teach children 
about different plants, fostering environmental awareness 
and responsibility. By interacting with living plants, 
children develop a deeper connection to the natural 
world. Gardening activities also offer hands-on learning 
opportunities, improving fine motor skills and patience. 
The presence of vegetation creates a dynamic, ever-
changing environment that enriches both the sensory 
experience and the overall learning process.
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G) Inclusive and Safe 
Design

Creating an inclusive and safe environment ensures that 
all children, regardless of age or ability, can explore and 
learn freely. Accessibility features, such as ramps and 
wide pathways, enable children with different needs to 
navigate the space comfortably. Safety elements, like 
rounded edges and non-slip surfaces, prevent injuries 
while maintaining an inviting atmosphere. Integrating 
visual barriers or protective features seamlessly into the 
design allows children to explore independently while 
staying secure. An inclusive space also considers diverse 
sensory needs, providing quieter areas for children who 
may become overstimulated. By prioritizing safety and 
accessibility, the design fosters a sense of belonging, 
encouraging confidence and independent exploration.
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H) Spaces That Foster 
Socialization and 
Independence

Well-designed spaces encourage both social interaction 
and independent play. Group areas, such as communal 
tables or open play zones, promote collaboration, 
communication, and teamwork. These interactions 
help children develop social skills, such as sharing and 
empathy. Quiet corners or reading nooks, on the other 
hand, offer spaces for introspection and individual 
exploration, allowing children to recharge or engage in 
solitary activities. Stations for independent play, like art 
corners or building blocks, foster autonomy and self-
directed learning. By balancing social and independent 
spaces, children learn to navigate their emotions and 
relationships, building a foundation for emotional 
intelligence and personal growth.
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Applied Project
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Applied Project

	→ Exploring Textures and Materials

17SENSING THE CITY / INCLUSIVE PUBLIC SPACES THROUGH THE SENSES 



Applied Project

	→ Exploring Textures and Materials
	→ Play of Light and Shadows
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Applied Project

	→ Exploring Textures and Materials
	→ Play of Light and Shadows
	→ Integration of Sounds and Interactive Elements

19SENSING THE CITY / INCLUSIVE PUBLIC SPACES THROUGH THE SENSES 



Applied Project

	→ Exploring Textures and Materials
	→ Play of Light and Shadows
	→ Integration of Sounds and Interactive Elements
	→ Aroma and Vegetation
	→ Spaces That Foster Socialization and Independence
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The Sensing the City project is an intervention 
adaptable to multiple indoor and outdoor 
locations that require calming spaces for early 
childhood and caregivers, such as plazas, airports, 
markets, hospitals, schools, among others. It aims 
to create a space that encourages playful and 
social interactions, fostering life through a care-
centered approach that promotes connection 
and mutual support.
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