


What makes a campus feel welcoming? Is it the architecture? 

The student body? The messaging in your marketing materials? 

For students with disabilities, especially those navigating 

physical limitations, their answer is often simpler: a campus 

feels welcoming when they can independently and comfortably 

access it—without having to ask for help, hunt for alternatives, 

or feel like an afterthought.
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Designing for Dignity
The Intersection of Aesthetics and Accessibility



In the realm of aquatic facilities, acces-
sibility has traditionally been viewed 
through a binary lens: compliant or not. 
But as universities across the nation push 
for inclusive excellence, this narrow inter-
pretation is no longer enough. The next 
evolution in accessibility lies not just in 
functional design but dignified design. That 
means access solutions that are not only 
compliant and safe, but also aesthetically 
aligned with the overall brand and spirit of 
the campus itself.

Moving Past the “Medical Look”
For decades, accessibility features—
especially in pools—have visually 
signaled that they were a clear after-
thought in the design process. Stark white, 
medical-looking cranes with cold, clunky 
components, often accompanied by unwel-
coming signage, were commonplace. They 
worked, but they also sent a visual message: 
this wasn’t really made for you.

Today, that message is being rewritten. 
The tools of access no longer have to conflict 
with a facility’s aesthetic. Instead, they can, 
and should, complement it. 

As part of their new aquatic center, 
Tarleton State University installed a custom 
purple pool lift to reflect their school colors 
and overall brand identity. Small detail? 
Perhaps. But for the students who rely 
on that lift, it transforms the experience 
from one of accommodation to one of true 
inclusion. 

This is about more than paint—it’s about 
perception. When accessibility tools blend 
seamlessly into the environment, they shed 
the clinical stigma and instead become 
integral parts of the space, used with confi-
dence and school pride.

First Impressions Start Online
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Prospective students today are choosing their schools 
through screens before ever stepping foot on campus. 
Virtual tours, social media, and marketing materials 
are often the first indicators of whether a campus is 
the right fit. And for students with disabilities, that 
evaluation includes a critical, if unspoken, question: 
Will I feel like I belong here?

Universities go to great lengths to showcase 
state-of-the-art athletic centers, modern lounges, 
or eco-conscious architecture in their recruiting 
materials. But what about showcasing accessible 
spaces—especially in recreational or wellness facilities? 

A strategically placed photo of a branded lift, an 
inclusive fitness space, or an adaptive aquatics program 
speaks volumes. It says: We see you. We thought of 
you. And you’re already a part of our story.

Accessible Design Is Brand Strategy
At private universities, branding isn’t just an exercise, 
it’s a competitive necessity. Everything from mascot 
colors to locker finishes is chosen with brand identity 
in mind. So why should accessibility be any different?
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Your pool lift, for example, is just as visible 
as your bleachers. Your railing is touched by 
just as many hands as your entry gate. If these 
elements reflect the same thoughtful design 
as the rest of your facility, you’re reinforcing 
your brand values of excellence, inclusion, and 
integrity.

Better yet, accessible features that match 
your branding create photo-worthy moments. 
When students feel empowered using your 
equipment, they’re more likely to share those 
experiences —spreading a message of inclusion 
organically across social platforms and peer 
networks.

The Wellness Connection
Campus recreation centers play a key role in 
student wellness. For students with disabil-
ities, pools can offer therapeutic benefits that 
extend far beyond physical exercise—allevi-
ating chronic pain, building confidence, and 
offering emotional release.

Yet, despite this value, many accessible 
aquatics features remain underutilized, simply 
because students don’t know they exist, don’t 
feel confident using them, or worse, don’t feel 
invited to use them. 

Designing for dignity helps close that gap. 
Accessible elements that are clearly integrated, 
easy to use, and visually appealing encourage 
usage. It makes accessibility feel like a natural 
part of campus life—not a concession.

Reframing the Investment
It’s easy to think of accessible enhance-
ments as “extra”—a cost center rather than 
a differentiator. But as demographics shift 
and the number of students identifying with 
disabilities grows, accessibility is becoming 
an increasingly influential factor in school 
selection.

According to recent studies, students with 
disabilities make up more than 19 percent of 
undergraduate enrollment nationwide. That 
number is even higher when you consider 
temporary disabilities, chronic conditions, or 
neurodivergent needs.

 
Investments in accessible, aesthetically 

aligned infrastructure are no longer niche; 
they’re strategic. They support recruitment. 

They strengthen your DEI efforts. And they 
communicate your values in ways that resonate 
with all students.

Designing with Empathy
Ultimately, the most successful accessibility 
features are those that feel invisible—not 
because they’re hidden, but because they feel 
intuitive. They don’t remind users of their 
limitations. They elevate their experience.

To design with empathy means invoking 
stakeholders with lived experience. It means 
consulting with disability services, student 
groups, and manufacturers who under-
stand the nuances of adaptive use. It means 
rethinking compliance as the floor—not the 
ceiling—of what’s possible.

At Aqua Creek, we’ve had the oppor-
tunity to collaborate with designers and 
universities that understand this shift. We’ve 
seen firsthand how a small aesthetic change 
can make a major impact on the student 
experience. From a student perspective, it’s 
not about the equipment. It’s about how it 
makes someone feel.

What Story Does Your Campus Tell?
If your accessible features feel like an after-
thought, students will notice. 

If they feel like intentional, empowering 
parts of your campus environment, students 
will remember.

Dignified access isn’t just a checkbox, it’s a 
conversation. It’s a design philosophy. And for 
the next generation of students, it’s a difference 
that could define their college choice and their 
college experience.
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