
DISTANCE LEARNING IN META-DESIGN. CONDUCTING INCLUSIVE 
DIDACTICS AND USER RESEARCH FOR IMPROVING THE QUALITY 
OF LIFE OF AUTISTIC PEOPLE WITH REMOTE DESIGN TOOLS AND 

METHODOLOGIES 

D. Genco, V. Arquilla, F. Guaricci, F. Caruso 
Politecnico di Milano (ITALY) 

Abstract 
The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic has radically affected every aspect of human life around the 
world, inevitably involving education and universities as well. 

This paper describes how the didactic activity of the Co.Meta course responded to the emergency 
situation, transferring the knowledge gained in years of teaching experience to Blended and Distance 
learning approaches. The aim is to provide an overview of the learning methodologies of Co.Meta, a 
meta-design laboratory for the School of Design at Politecnico di Milano, which was able to adapt its 
curriculum to face the emergency. The key aspects of innovation are the challenging and highly social 
theme of the course, the student-centred learning approach, the multidisciplinary network involved and 
the didactic tools implemented.  

The paper discusses the limits and opportunities of Distance Learning applied to Design Courses, 
comparing the results obtained during the year 2020 with the results of past editions. This paper aims 
to provide an overview of Co.Meta's teaching methods and to show the tools used to deal with Covid-
19 emergency. Co.Meta was able to bring innovation and create a social impact even in the pandemic 
situation, responding to the emergency by creating a breakpoint for traditional teaching, introducing an 
innovation that may have radically changed its higher education system.  

Keywords: Distance Learning, Blended learning, Meta-design, Innovation, High Education, Design 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The COVID-19 pandemic has created significant challenges for the global higher education 
community, universities had to rapidly redesign their curriculum by moving most of their academic 
courses online [1][2].  

Some innovative and digital teaching dynamics were already in place in many universities intending to 
move part of their educational offering online, to allow more flexibility in teaching and learning 
(anywhere and anytime). However, the emergency has given an extreme acceleration to these 
processes, catching the university staff unprepared [3]. Indeed, online learning implies a specific 
knowledge of pedagogical content, mainly related to designing and organising better learning 
experiences and creating learning environments with the help of digital technologies, that not all 
professors master [4].  

Italy was the first country to deal with the virus outside of China. In particular, Lombardy, the region of 
interest for this paper, was the first to face the restrictions needed to limit the spread of the virus. 
Within a week from the start of the national lockdown, most universities began online lectures in a way 
never experienced before [5]. Despite their hands-on nature, even the Design disciplines had to 
reorganize their educational program to handle the emergency. Politecnico di Milano has mobilized its 
best human resources to provide distance learning and train all the faculty to use online didactic tools 
to guarantee high educational standards even in a new and unprecedented situation. [6]. While taking 
place in uncertain and exceptional circumstances, this transition has allowed universities to 
experiment with innovative forms of teaching and achieve satisfactory results [6]. 

According to Rapanta et al., many aspects of teaching and learning in an online environment are 
similar to education in any other formal educational context. Still, the dynamics and relationships 
between teachers and learners can be profoundly different, as well as the tools used for learning [4].  



This rapid transformation also and above all impacts teachers, in fact, learning principles that see 
teachers as 'designers' of processes tailored to meet students' needs are even more critical. 
Consequently, teachers are responsible for providing clear learning objectives, carefully structuring 
learning content, moderating and controlling workload, and proposing activities relevant to the desired 
learning outcomes [4]. 

This paper presents the experience of the Co.Meta course, a project-based course in the field of 
design discipline in which interpersonal, collaborative and hands-on activities are fundamental as well 
as research on-field and relationship with the user. During the Co.Meta course it was possible to 
experiment with different didactic approaches such as Blended learning and Distance learning. 

In the following paragraphs, an overview of Co.Meta's teaching methods will be given, focusing on 
tools used to deal with the COVID-19 emergency. The Co.Meta course is an excellent example of 
emergency response creating a breakpoint for traditional teaching, capitalizing on previously adopted 
innovative solutions and introducing new ones that can radically change the way it delivers education.  

2 CO.META DIDACTIC METHODOLOGY 
The Co.Meta - meta-design course for the 2nd year of Bachelor's degree programme in Industrial 
Product Design at the Politecnico di Milano School of Design -  aimed at developing conceptual ideas 
to improve the quality of life of people with ASD (Autism Spectrum Disorder).    

The Co.Meta course, whose name is the acronym of two words Co-design and Meta-design, aims to 
transfer students' knowledge, tools, and methods related to the preliminary design phase of new 
products and services. Co.Meta, as its name suggests, is based on the meta-design process.  

Meta-design is a fundamental discipline for the Politecnico di Milano present in all the bachelor's 
curricula offered by the School of Design.   

Meta-design is something that precedes actual design and is a method that can be described as a 
"generator" of design actions that, at different levels, sets constraints or provides guidelines for new 
scenarios [7]. Giaccardi and Fisher argue that Meta-design is a unique design approach that deals 
with opening up solutions rather than returning complete solutions and aims to create social and 
technical frameworks in which new forms of collaborative design can occur. In short, the Meta-design 
process aims to define the main elements to be developed in the design phase; these elements 
constitute the Rules and Grammar of the project [8]. 

Meta-design is a fundamental design research activity to achieve meaning-driven [9] where the 
"meaning" of a product is understood as the "why" behind it. Therefore, meta-design allows 
approaching design from its “reason why” by returning meaningful outputs [10]. Thus, the course aims 
to give students the tools and method to design meaningful products. 

In the course vision, this output can be achieved through the assessment of:  

• User: to identify new needs and outline new meanings. This approach could be compared to 
the human-centred design process [11] and is a way to ensure that final solutions remain 
connected to the people for whom they are designed. 

• Technology: knowing what can be developed and humanising technology to build natural 
experiences and interanion. 

• Market: making the product economically and intrinsically attractive to adapt to a sustainable 
production model (socially, economically and environmentally). 

In Co.Meta's vision, the output required from students is not a finalized product or service but rather a 
thinking process leading to the definition of a concept, detailed in a brief or meta-design grid, where 
many products or service ideas can be derived from the different application of various styles, 
materials or technologies [8]. 

As already mentioned, the Co.Meta course applies the methodology of meta-design to a project for 
users with ASD. The topic that young designers must deal with is very challenging because, as many 
specialists say, there is no single type of autism, but each individual is unique [8]. Therefore, 
designers should start designing with an individual user in mind and then try to extend the value of the 
project to other individuals with ASD, applying the principles of Design For All and the methodology of 
Inclusive Design [12], which they will learn during the course. 



The didactic approach of the course makes it clear that design cannot cure autism, but it can succeed 
in improving fundamental aspects of daily life for people with ASD and their caregivers, either parents 
or therapists.  

In order to help students get in touch with reality they are asked to design for, Co.Meta, since its first 
edition in the academic year 2012-2013, involves different actors from the ASD world, such as 
associations, psychologists, teachers and caregivers. Professionals and experts support the 
professors' staff and allow students to do on-field research by visiting ASD centres, talking to 
professionals and directly interviewing people with ASD. In addition, professionals from the Co.Meta 
network guides the students during each phase of the course. Professors undertake to organise 
periodic talks with professionals and speeches during classes. Professionals also participate in the 
students’ concept presentations, giving them timely feedback on the proposed design ideas and 
advice on improving their concepts to meet the user’s needs better. Thanks to the challenging and 
highly social topic, the student-centred learning approach, the multidisciplinary network, and the 
professional research tools, Co.Meta was able to bring innovation and create a social impact even in 
the pandemic situation.  

2.1 Co.Meta during the COVID-19 emergency  
Co.Meta is a well-structured course that has evolved over nearly 10 years, consolidating result-driven 
tools and methodologies for its purposes. From year to year, new and more effective elements from a 
real context (project-based learning approach supported by an extensive network of partners and 
experts) and new teaching tools (blogs, project management tools and finally the MOOC) have been 
adopted in order to make the teaching more productive. During the course, theoretical knowledge 
intersects with practical tools, in learning by doing attitude, which allows students to learn 
methodologies but above all to apply in a dynamic and collaborative environment.  

As the course structure had already been tested and found to be effective, it was decided not to 
change it in response to the health emergency, but instead simply adapt it to the distance learning. 
The path of Co.Meta can be divided into three main phases: 

• Observe: in which, together with a warm-up phase and learning from state of the art, students 
carry out user research and observe the context in which users live, identifying an area of 
opportunity in which to design.  

• Identify: in which students identify a type of product and benchmark it. Then students will be 
guided in the ideation and definition of the concept idea. 

• Meta-design: definition of the product user service and market production scenario according 
to the meta-design approach. The final output is a meta-design grid that summarizes the work 
done, considering all the parameters analysed in the project idea. 

The ninth edition of Co.Meta took place in September 2020, when the first wave of the virus was under 
control. For this reason, following the Politecnico di Milano COVID-19 Emergency program, lectures 
were mostly conducted in a blended mode (between online and face-to-face lectures at the university). 
After few weeks from the start of the course, due to the second wave of the virus, we were forced to 
convert all the activities fully online. 

The diagram below (figure 1) shows how the course path was adapted to the pandemic by comparing 
the eighth and ninth editions of Co.meta.  

Co.Meta's teaching staff was not completely unprepared to handle the digital transition as, even before 
the coronavirus outbreak, the Co.Meta course had always relied on Blended Learning practices. The 
course has always been supported by an online e-learning platform called POK (Polimi Open 
Knowledge Platform) that offers MOOC (massive open online course) in addition to the use of digital 
tools integrated into traditional teaching.  

The blended learning approach has proven to be very effective in actively involving students. Blended 
learning can be defined as “systems that combine face-to-face instruction with computer-mediated 
instruction” [13].  

As the Co.Meta course is based on a student-centred teaching method, the flipped classroom 
approach has always been adopted. The flipped classroom requests students to acquire basic 
knowledge independently and put it into practice by sharing it with the class and teachers. These 
innovative teaching methods pushed students to use more of their knowledge in deeper thinking and 
further problem solving [14]. 



 
Figure 1. Co.Meta path and methodology comparing the eighth and ninth editions 

 

In this paper the term 'Distance Learning' refers to learning which is mediated by the Internet. It refers 
to a type of teaching and learning in which the learner is at the professors' distance and uses 
technology to access the learning materials and interact with the professor and other learners [4]. 

Facing the online transition was more difficult for a design course rather than for theoretical disciplines 
for which this was already an established practice. Owing to the nature of design courses, based on 
design workshops, group work and learning by doing, with the use of specialised equipment and 
laboratories and strong interpersonal interaction, the transition from face-to-face teaching to the virtual 
classroom has led to significant problems and challenges [15]. To address this challenge, during the 
pandemic the approach taken by Co.Meta was a mix of synchronous and asynchronous learning [6]. 
The synchronous mode consisted of classroom lectures alternating with online lectures. The decision 
to go for synchronous mode was taken with the aim of recreating as much as possible the social 
interaction among students and between students and professors, with the possibility of interventions 
and questions, verbally or even in chat [6]. 

The physical classrooms have been replaced by digital platforms offered by Cisco (figure 2), divided 
into: 

• General plenary room used both by professors to conduct lectures but also to manage 
collective sessions, such as moments dedicated to project presentations, and to send 
broadcast communications. 

• Teamwork virtual room: since Co.Meta is a course structured to have students work mainly 
in teams, virtual classrooms were created in Webex Teams, each dedicated to a specific 
group of students. These private rooms, open to professors, made it possible to give the 
teamwork guidance on specific issues and review the work throughout the process. 

Moreover, for the first months of the course, the didactics was managed by alternating online and on-
classroom lectures. During the first days of the project launch, the physical presence in the classroom 
was preferred. However, students were guaranteed to follow the lectures also remotely thanks to the 
hybrid mode. Hybrid classrooms were therefore used in parallel with virtual classrooms: 

• Hybrid classroom: After the first wave of the coronavirus and with the gradual reopening in 
September 2020, all the Politecnico's classrooms have been equipped with systems that allow 
to have both online and offline students at the same time. Classrooms were equipped with 
cameras and environmental microphones and systems connected to the Cisco Webex virtual 
classrooms. In this way, Politecnico di Milano allowed students, unable to be present in the 
classroom (because they were in quarantine, because they were immunocompromised or 
because they lived in other cities) to follow the lectures at a distance. Unfortunately, this 
system was used until October because of the second wave of the virus in Italy, which again 
forced to move the education fully online 



The asynchronous modes consisted of:  

• Sharing of materials and recording of lectures, which allowed students to always have 
access to teaching materials. 

• The Co.Meta blog, a tool that has always been adopted in the course 
(http://www.designhub.it/cometa) in which students were asked to post articles about ASD 
adopting a Blue Sky Research approach. This blog also set up crowd-sourced content, giving 
students access to a huge amount of reference articles, published year by year by students 
becoming a repository of shared knowledge. The blog, which is always available online, is 
however mainly used for the warm-up step. After this step, the students were asked to publicly 
share their findings on the topic of autism with their peers, using the flipped class 
methodology.  

• Chat rooms, where student teams could contact professors, upload and share with 
professors, but also with team members, the materials produced. The chat rooms acted as a 
diary of their progress and were very useful to have an always available view on the project 
path.  

• Miro Board (figure 3) online tool for creating shared whiteboards useful for visualising 
concepts and ideas, mind maps and flows, usable in synchronous and asynchronous mode 
[16]. This tool was chosen because it allowed people in presence and online to work together 
in a common shared space.  

 

    
Figure 2. Cisco Webex platform organization, Figure 3. Miro board during classroom collaboration 

 

3 RESULTS 
Thanks to Co.Meta's experience over the years and its consistent teaching method, it was possible to 
compare the results obtained in previous editions with the results of the ninth edition. This approach 
allowed a comprehensive overview to evaluate the opportunities and the limits of Distance Learning 
applied to a Design course.  

The Co.Meta case study, although very specific to Design Education, has highlighted some shareable 
guidelines for improving distance learning in university education. 

In the following sections, we will explore the insights that emerge from the Co.Meta experience, 
highlighting both the problems encountered, (some of which can be solved with future interventions, 
others are inherent limitations of the method), and the benefits that have arisen from the course. 

Considering that the first thing to point out is that Blended and Distance Learning require even more 
pre-course preparation from teachers. Especially full online, the course schedule is much more 
structured, and the organization of the lectures follows a more rigorous scheme. Professors must plan 
each activity and provide the students with the material and tools to use. In addition, professors had to 
work hard to learn new tools, either by testing the tools themselves before choosing the right ones for 
their instructional purpose or by learning to master the tools they chose to guide students through the 
activities. Furthermore, the professors should organize the classes and set the digital tools and 
platforms to deliver the lectures. For distance learning to be effective, it must be well designed. Doing 



this has undoubtedly increased professors’ workload but, at the same time, gives them the 
opportunities to learn more tools and different ways to manage the didactic. 

 

3.1 Weakness  
Given this assumption, one of the main limitations is undoubtedly the lack of field research and 
study of users. User research is the systematic study of target users and their needs in order to add 
realistic contexts and insights to design processes. In doing so, designers adopt various practices that 
allow them to explore the context in which the user they are designing for lives and identify his/her 
needs. Field research is important to reveal valuable information that can be incorporated into the 
design process [17]. 

Especially for a topic such as autism, for which designers need to have a deep knowledge of the 
users’ needs and understand how they move and interact with the environment and the stakeholders 
in it, the lack of research and direct observation of the user can be a limitation that compromises the 
quality of the design ideas. For the designer field research is also an indispensable sort of “in his/her 
shoes” exercise that not only has the very practical goal of leading to meaningful observations and 
insights, but it allows young designers to approach to such socially relevant theme more deeply, more 
emotionally involved, possibly triggering the questioning on their role in the society and maybe find an 
authentic motivation that goes beyond the final mark. 

In past editions, thanks to the network of companies and associations with which the professors' staff 
collaborate, students have always been given the opportunity to visit therapeutic centers and to 
interview or observe people with ASD and their caregivers. The Coronavirus compromised any 
possibility of carrying out these visits and meeting the users.  

Therefore, students used other means to gather information about users by applying blue-sky 
research. For instance, students have conducted remote interviews with caregivers and experts on the 
topic; have consulted forums and blogs devoted to autism; have watched web videos or movies 
depicting possible behaviors; have read books in which the main characters were people with ASD. 
These alternative research methods to gather user's information have been adopted to fill the void left 
by field research in the design process. In addition, the teachers provided the students with the 
material produced by field observations in previous years. As is often the case in design, limits have 
become opportunities for students who have managed to embrace them. Unexpected themes 
emerged that would have been impossible to deal with using a traditional research approach because 
they pertain to the private sphere that a researcher in the field, even an expert one, can hardly grasp, 
such as the relationship with sex. These themes are, however, effectively dealt with in literature and 
film and can be inspiring. 

Another big issue is related to the problems directly connected with the provision of online distance 
such as the inadequate tools and the loss of concentration. 
Students have some difficulty in having adequate individual conditions that allow them to work 
optimally. The difficulties are in terms of both equipment, such as a personal computer or a stable 
internet connection, and creating a protected and quiet environment that facilitates their focus. For 
instance, many students found themselves forced to share the space with their families, which could 
distract and take attention away from their tasks.  

During class hours, it proved very difficult to keep students focused in front of a screen for many 
hours a day. The rhythms that the course usually has in face-to-face teaching proved to be too heavy 
for the students. In fact, one of the major problems connected with distance learning is precisely the 
difficulty in maintaining concentration and fatigue due to the devices used. 

Zoom fatigue is a recognised condition. Zoom fatigue' describes the tiredness, worry, or burnout 
associated with overusing virtual platforms of communication [18]. Popular media have picked up on 
this phenomenon worldwide. Some have suggested that micro delays in audio and prolonged attention 
to low-resolution, poorly lit portrait images of participants contribute to fatigue [19]. 

Another issue related to the extensive use of screen devices is that those are designed to provide 
constant feedback from various applications that constantly send notifications (e.g social media, 
emails, other apps, etc...) that fragment the attention span. 



This relates to another problem regarding the perception of workload. After the end of the course, in 
the evaluation questionnaires, completed by the students, it was found that for them the workload 
required to successfully complete the course was considered too demanding. In fact, given the 
limitations of teaching entirely online, students felt that the demands made by professors on the 
outputs to be delivered required too much effort. If what emerged is compared with the students’ 
evaluations of previous years, this excessive perception of the workload is particularly evident. 

Another important limitation of distance learning, which unfortunately cannot be easily overcome, is 
the lack of interaction between students in the classroom, peer learning and group working. 

Although students work in teams, and thus interact with peers, during traditional instruction the social 
dynamics simultaneously involve their relationships with teammates and other students in terms of 
peer learning and adaptability. The interactions within the class trigger mechanisms of mutual creative 
influence and the exchange of opinions and ideas between peers, important to clarify doubts and to 
create brain storming diamonds capable of transmitting innovation. Obviously, the class dimension 
was lost and the moment of confrontation with colleagues’ work was almost totally lost. The peer 
comparison is essential to get valuable results and shared by the entire class. 

This lack of social interaction among students also affected the quality of the social interaction with 
professors. We sometimes felt a sort of polarization between us, the professors, and them, the 
students, creating the perfect ground to peer-to-peer background information exchange that 
sometimes overrode the possibility to ask for clarifications directly to professors.  

Online distance often creates a much stronger empathy barrier between students and professors 
than traditional teaching. This is because a screen always mediates the interaction between the 
parties. Unfortunately, online teaching does not help particularly shy or lazy students who already 
have low-profile in the real classroom and risk becoming “invisible” with distance learning. This is 
because, it is easier for professor to identify problematic situations in the traditional classroom; in 
classroom the professor receives much more feedback from students' behaviour, especially non-
verbal feedback, difficult, if not impossible, to obtain online. Fortunately, this problem was solved by 
the Co.Meta course thanks to the division of the class into small working groups (maximum 4 students 
per team). In this way, the professors dedicated time to each individual team, and it was therefore 
easier for them to identify potentially problematic situations in the class. Additionally, after the first 
open review period with all staff present, each team was assigned to a specific professor based on 
their project topic. Students perceived this as a clearer perspective highlighting the need to have 
during distance learning accurate input. Looking at the learning pathway, this reduced the enrichment 
of ideas and openness, but it definitely helped give students more detailed and more consistent 
support review by review.  

In conclusion, the most significant limitation is the lack of sociability, which is very much affected 
online. Social relations are compromised at various levels, both in the broader level of the relationship 
between professors and class and in the relationship among group members. Especially in the last 
case, it was a barrier that made the difference in the course experience. Although the team works met 
in virtual rooms, the group dynamics were compromised, which did not help a more fruitful exchange 
of ideas. To be precise, team meetings in virtual classrooms, although more efficient, lacked social 
pleasantries, such as frequent breaks and informal chatting, which strengthen group dynamics and 
individual’s sense of belonging to that group.   

Moreover, another aspect that compromised the generation of disruptive ideas in some cases was the 
lack of stimuli from the external environment. For a designer, it is crucial to be in contact with the 
external environment in order to get inspiration and to expand his ideas. An uninspiring environment or 
even living in the same room all day long can cause a flattening of ideas. Often ideas arise from 
shifting the point of view on something and changing the place physically helps to see uninvolved 
other possibilities. It seems that moving the body does help to move the mind as well. 

Consequently, the almost total lack of social relationships has compromised the development of 
students' soft skills. Skills that the university environment and group work foster but can be heavily 
compromised in effectiveness and impact in a fully online environment. 

3.2 Opportunities  
As already mentioned, distance learning offers opportunities, which could be points of reflection for 
future educational provision. The main benefits inherently relate to the digitization of the teaching 
method and the digital tools used. 



Recording all lectures, specifically the theoretical ones, helped the students study and keep track of 
the discussed topics. Having the recording of the classes is very important for both teachers and 
students. Students can refer to the lecture both as a study tool and as a support for doubts and 
misunderstandings, thus relieving teachers from an unnecessary repetition of the topics covered. 
Teachers can refer to the recording later to keep note of questions and doubts emerged from students 
in order to improve the way new knowledge and concepts can be introduced, explained and 
exemplified. This can of course be great value in understanding how information can be transferred 
efficiently and successfully but also what communication tools and visuals are more effective to keep 
and maintain a good level of attention and engagement. Since all teaching was done digitally, the 
material produced was also digitized creating a shared repository of student progress and outputs. 
This has reduced waste (e.g., the reduction of printouts of material for project reviews) and made it 
possible to keep track of and archive all material produced by students. Specifically, in the design 
course, the digitalisation of outputs has been particularly appreciated for the increase in representation 
skills that students have demonstrated in material return. Distance learning, which compromises 
specific relational dynamics, has forced students to produce more precise and more "talking" outputs 
from the first design ideas. This was done to facilitate communication with professors as students 
often sent chat files to professors to ask for advice and feedback. Therefore, the outputs shared via 
chat had to be clear enough to be understood without further explanation. This aspect demonstrated a 
much better output of the final material than in the other years of the course, where sometimes 
students, relying on in-presence communication, could afford to explain their ideas only with sketches 
on paper that were not helping them in the first place to have a deep understanding of the idea. This 
difference was noticeable not so much in the final deliverables as in the students’ work in progress 
material. 

Moreover, the team’s digital rooms made it possible to save chats with professor’s comments and file 
sharing. The chats became real online repositories showing all the progress and all the materials 
produced by the teams. These repositories are helpful for professors to evaluate the progress of the 
students and give more focused feedback. At the same time, students could always use that written 
reference to stay focused on our guidance toward a precise goal for their work and efforts. This is 
particularly important in a meta-design course where tools are used indeed to extract useful insights, 
but also to train students in adjusting all the time both the scope of the research and the nature of their 
design goals. 

Online chat has proven to be a useful tool that makes it easier for students to interact and ask real-
time questions during lectures. With chat, students feel more relaxed and freer to talk than asking 
questions during traditional lectures. The chat also allows students to ask questions instantly, at the 
moment of doubt, without waiting until the end of the lecture. In fact, although the professors will read 
the questions at the end of the lecture, the student can write the request in chat at any time. In 
addition, the always-on internet connection and screen sharing helped students and professors to 
manage their mutual discussions and their synchronous collaboration.  

Visual support and real-time sharing guided the brainstorming moments. In terms of both synchronous 
and asynchronous collaboration, the use of the Miro platform has been particularly effective. This tool 
has allowed the collaboration of teams in brainstorming sessions but also in the generation of ideas. In 
fact, in addition to being used synchronously by multiple users, the whiteboards could be shared with 
professors. Another benefit of Miro, which is not to be underestimated [20], is that it works from a 
browser and does not need to be downloaded. 

Other benefits relate to the way the course was run and how the Co.Meta staff organized the teaching 
activities.  

To overcome the impossibility of a physical meeting and make students feel more supported in their 
learning processes, professors held much more frequent evaluations of students' work in progress, 
giving them constant feedback, even outside of class time. This broke the old concept of the design 
course where students get feedbacks live once a week at revisions and introduced a reduction of 
distance between students and professors’ feedbacks, creating an environment where exchange of 
points of view and ideas was freer and faster. 

In conclusion, the distance learning experience was advantageous to learn how to organise the day's 
activities systematically, with a tighter schedule, alternating face-to-face lessons with moments of 
punctual team support, thanks to active learning methods and frequent moments of sharing with the 
whole class to test the students' attention and learning level. It was also necessary to define some 
rituals and predetermined collective moments during the day's programme as three main fixed 



moments: 1) a collective meeting in the morning to give the guidelines of the day and introduce the 
day's lesson; 2) a moment before the lunch break for discussion, open to questions and doubts; 3) a 
final moment with a balance of the day and a summary of the next lecture activities.  

It may seem insignificant but having these three fixed moments helps to mark time and consolidates 
habits, simulating the condition in presence. A detailed programme of activities to be carried out 
together or in separate groups is provided each day [15].  

 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Remote work is becoming the new normal [20], and even after the end of the pandemic, some 
dynamics that we were forced to use because of social isolation will remain in our daily lives.  

The experience of Co.Meta has shown that a strong preparation and a well-organized structure of the 
course allowed to obtain satisfactory results even with distance learning after an initial moment of 
uncertainty. Although some essential elements of the design process, such as live research with 
users, were missing, the outputs that students produced at the end of the course were very 
satisfactory. The students, adequately followed by the teaching staff, were able to investigate the topic 
of autism deeply and maturely, generating meaningful concepts. 

Compared to previous editions during the ninth edition, students have shown a greater awareness of 
inclusion, exploring new issues and generating concepts with a substantial social value. The concepts 
developed are moving more and more in a design for all direction, approaching the world of autism in 
a highly inclusive way, removing stigmas and taboos. One of the most appreciated concepts 
developed by the students investigated the sexuality of people with ASD during the delicate phase of 
transition to puberty. Even technology, if it is present, is used with greater awareness and attention by 
designers. In the projects presented, technology is embedded, not pervasive, but humanized. 
Moreover, the projects are increasingly moving towards a product-service dynamic that not only thinks 
about satisfying needs at a specific time, but the project aims to accompany the user in a logic of 
continuous and lasting improvement of his quality of life, taking into account all the stakeholders 
involved. 

These results were certainly possible because of the constant feedback the faculty provided to 
students. Feedback is an important part of the design process. Frequent check-ins for feedback 
prevent designers from going too far in the wrong direction [20].  

As in traditional didactics, even in distance learning, the choice of tools is crucial for the student's 
learning objective to be satisfied. This totally online experience has allowed the design course to 
experiment and evaluate different platforms to deliver didactics and experiment with collaboration 
tools, evaluating their benefits and limitations. 

The Politecnico di Milano School of Design's curriculum believes strongly in the on-site dimension and 
is committed to providing a safe return to the classroom for all of its students. Particularly for design 
courses, it is very important to ensure that future generations of designers receive an education that is 
not completely online. However, Covid-19 has brought a level of innovation that is bound to grow. For 
the future, the real challenge will be finding the right balance between online and on-site [5], also in 
the design field.  
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