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DEVELOPING BARRIER-FREE COMPETENCE
IN FUTURE SOCIAL WORK PROFESSIONALS

Abstract. The article examines the process of developing barrier-free competence among future social work
professionals as a key factor in ensuring inclusivity and accessibility of social services. The importance of forming barrier-
free competence as a core component of professional training for future social specialists is substantiated. The concept
of barrier-free accessibility is understood as a complex social phenomenon encompassing physical, informational,
psychological, communicative, and other aspects of accessibility, thus requiring an interdisciplinary approach to its study and
implementation.

Barrier-free competence is defined as an integrated set of knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes that enable a specialist
to identify and overcome barriers in client interactions, build an inclusive environment, and support the participation of all
population groups in social life. The article analyzes its structural components, which includes cognitive, operational-activity,
emotional-value, and communicative components.

Attention is drawn to defining the content structure of competence, combining knowledge, practical skills, value orientations,
and communicative abilities necessary to overcome diverse barriers in professional practice. The possibilities of integrating barrier-
free topics into the process of professional training are analyzed, emphasizing the importance of applying an interdisciplinary
approach, active teaching methods, and practical engagement with target groups. Recommendations are proposed for improving
educational programs and the educational environment to develop socially responsible, competent professionals.

It is concluded that effective formation of barrier-free competence is possible only through comprehensive transformation
of the educational process: from updating program content and implementing active teaching methods to changing the
educational environment and involving students in real practices of inclusive interaction. Training specialists capable of acting
within the logic of barrier-free accessibility is not only a requirement of modern professional ethics but also a prerequisite for
social cohesion, justice, and sustainable development.

Keywords: barrier-free accessibility, barrier-free competence, social sector, professional training, inclusion, accessibility,
social services, social work.

®OPMYBAHHA BE3EAP’EPHOI KOMMETEHTHOCTI
B MAUBYTHIX PAXIBLIB COLIAJIbHOI CDEPU

AHoTauig. Y cTaTTi po3rnanaetbes npouec ¢hopmyBaHHs 6e36ap’epHOi KOMNETEHTHOCTI MabyTHIX daxiBuiB colianbHOI
chepn 9K KJIYOBOrO YMHHMKA 3abe3nedyeHHst iHKMO3MBHOCTI Ta [OOCTYMHOCTI couianbHux nocnyr. O6rpyHToBaHO
BaXNMBICTb $OpMyBaHHS 0e36ap’epHOi KOMMETEHTHOCTI AK KJIIOYOBOro cknaaHuka npodeciiHoi niarotoBkn MambyTHIX
daxisui coujansHoi chepu. MNMoHATTS 6e36ap’€PHOCTI PO3rNSHYTO SIK KOMMIEKCHE CoLjanbHe SBUMLLE, LLO OXOMoe di3nyHi,
iHdopmaLiiHi, NcuxonoriyHi, KOMyHiKauiliHi Ta iHLWI acnekTy OOCTYMHOCTI, a 0TXe, NoTpebye MixancumnniHapHoro niaxoay Ao
10ro BMBYEHHS Ta peanisauji.

Besbap’epHa KOMMETEHTHICTb BM3HAYAETLCA SK IHTErpPOBaHa CYKYMHICTb 3HaHb, YMiHb, LHHOCTEl Ta YCTaHOBOK, LU0
3abe3neyyloTb 3aaTHICTL axiBus BUSBIATM 1 gonati 6ap’epn y B3aeMOAIi 3 knieHTaMu, byayBaTy iHKI03MBHE CepeaoBuLLe
Ta NiaTpPMMyBaTU y4acCTb YCiX KaTeropii HaceneHHs B CyCniNbHOMY XWUTTi. Y CTaTTi NpoaHani3aoBaHo ii 3MICTOBY CTPYKTYpY, LLO
BKJIIOYAE KOTHITUBHWUIA, ONepaLinHo-aisgfbHICHUIA, eMOUIMHO-LIHHICHUA | KOMYHIKATUBHUIA KOMMOHEHTH.

AKLEHTYETbCS yBara Ha BW3HAYEHHi 3MICTOBOiI CTPYKTYPWU KOMMETEHTHOCTI, WO MOEOHYE 3HAHHS, MPaKTUYHI YMiHHS,
LiHHICHI OPIEHTUPW Ta KOMYHIKQTUBHI HaBMYKM, HEOOXiHI 4NS NOOONAaHHS PiISHOMaHITHUX 6ap’epiB y NPOdECIiHIN OignbHOCTI.
MpoaHanizoBaHo MOXNMBOCTI iHTerpauii Tematukn 6Ge3bap’epHOCTi B npouec npodeciliHoi NiaroToBkW, NiAKPECNEHO
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BaX/IMBICTb 3aCTOCYBAHHSA MiXXAMCLMMAIHAPHOrO Nigxony, akTMBHMX METOZiB HaBYaHHSA Ta NPaKTUYHOI B3aEMOAIT 3 LiIbOBUMMK
rpynamu. 3anponoHOBaHO pekoMeHaau;i LWoA0 BAOCKOHANEHHS OCBITHIX MPOrpam i OCBITHBLOrO cepenoBuLLia Ans GoOpMyBaHHS
coujanbHO BiANOBIAANbHMX, KOMNETEHTHUX (axiBLiB.

3pobeHO BUCHOBOK, WO edekTnBHe GopMyBaHHS 6e36ap’epHOi KOMNETEHTHOCTI MOXJIMBE fMLLE 32 YMOB KOMMIEKCHOI
TpaHcdOopmauii OCBITHBOrO NPOLLECY: Bif, OHOBMEHHS 3MICTY Nporpam i BNpOBaa)KEHHA akTUBHUX METOAIB HAaBYaHHS 00 3MiHU
OCBITHbOr0 CepenoBuLLA N 3aly4eHHs CTYOEHTIB OO peasnbHMX NPaKTUK iHKMIO3MBHOI B3aemogii. Migrotoska daxisus, 34aTHOro
OiaTM BiANOBIAHO A0 Norikn 6e36ap’€pHOCTi, € He NuLle BMMOMOK Cy4acHOi NPOdEcinHOi eTuku, ane W nepeaymoBOlO
couianbHOT 3rypTOBaHOCTI, CNPaBeA/IMBOCTI Ta CTanoro PO3BUTKY.

KntouoBi cnoBa: 6e36ap’epHicTb, 6e36ap’epHa KOMNETEHTHICTb, coLliasbHa cdepa, npodeciiHa niarotoska, iHKMO3ig,
OOCTYMHICTb, couianbHi Nocnyru, couianbHa poboTa.

INTRODUCTION

The problem formulation. In contemporary society, barrier-free accessibility is increasingly regarded as a
fundamental principle in building an open and inclusive social environment, where every individual, regardless of
health condition, age, social status, or other characteristics, has the right to full participation in community life. In
this context, the issue of fostering barrier-free thinking and the corresponding professional competencies among
specialists in the social sphere, who serve as intermediaries between vulnerable population groups and the support
system, becomes particularly relevant.

Social transformations, the growing diversity of the needs of social service clients, and regulatory changes,
including the adoption of the National Strategy for Creating a Barrier-Free Space in Ukraine until 2030, necessitate
new approaches to the professional training of specialists. In this context, the development of barrier-free competence
among future social workers, social pedagogues, counselors, and other representatives of the social sphere becomes
one of the key tasks of higher education.

Analysis of recent research and publications. The issue of barrier-free accessibility and the development of relevant
competencies among specialists in the social sphere has recently attracted increasing attention from both Ukrainian and
international scholars. Domestic studies primarily focus on inclusive education, social work with persons with disabilities,
and human rights activities, while gradually expanding the scope to include issues of cross-sectoral cooperation, digital
accessibility, and sociocultural barriers (Petrenko, 2019). International research often concentrates on the development of
barrier-free space models as a component of social integration strategies, as well as on the formation of interdisciplinary
competencies that respond to the current challenges of inclusion (UNICEF Ukraine, 2021).

The source base of the article includes Ukrainian legislative acts, such as the Law of Ukraine “On the Fundamentals of
Social Protection of Persons with Disabilities,” the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, as well as the
National Strategy for Creating a Barrier-Free Space in Ukraine until 2030; scholarly works on inclusion, professional training
of social sphere specialists, human rights, and social protection; and analytical reports of Ukrainian and international
organizations (UNICEF Ukraine, 2021; United Nations, 2006; Ministry of Communities and Territories Development of
Ukraine, 2020; Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine, 2020; Law of Ukraine, 2019).

Overall, the analysis of contemporary scholarly approaches indicates the necessity of an interdisciplinary and holistic
approach to the development of barrier-free competence, which takes into account not only knowledge and practical skills,
but also the value-emotional and communicative dimensions of professional activity.

AIM OF THE RESEARCH

The purpose of the article is to provide a comprehensive theoretical substantiation of the phenomenon of barrier-free
competence of future specialists in the social sphere as an essential component of their professional training, to define
its essence, structure, and functional significance, as well as to analyze the opportunities and pathways for integrating the
principles of barrier-free practices into the content and forms of the educational process in higher education institutions.
Achieving this purpose aims to expand scientific understanding of the professional competence of social sphere specialists
and to outline the prospects for implementing barrier-free practices in the higher education system of Ukraine.

RESEARCH METHODS

The study employs a set of theoretical methods appropriate to its aim and objectives. Analysis, synthesis,
comparison, and generalization were used to examine scientific sources, normative frameworks, and international
practices related to barrier-free competence. A system-structural approach made it possible to determine the role
of this competence in the professional training of future social sphere specialists. Content analysis allowed us to
identify key concepts and trends in contemporary research, while modeling and prognostic methods were applied to
substantiate the structure of barrier-free competence and outline perspectives for its integration into higher education.
The combination of these methods ensured the comprehensiveness and scientific validity of the findings.

RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH

In the scholarly literature, the concept of barrier-free accessibility is most often considered in an interdisciplinary
context as a set of conditions that ensure free access to physical, informational, educational, and social spaces for all
population groups. The concept of “barrier-free competence” is relatively new and does not yet have an established
definition. However, it is gaining popularity in connection with the growing attention to the themes of inclusion,
accessibility, human rights, and social justice.

For the purposes of this study, barrier-free competence of a social sphere specialist is understood as an integral
quality that combines knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values, enabling effective action in conditions of diversity while
taking into account the clients’ needs related to physical, informational, psychological, and sociocultural barriers.
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Barrier-free competence includes the ability to identify existing barriers in interactions with clients; to conduct
professional activities in a way that minimizes or eliminates these barriers; and to initiate changes in the environment to
ensure equal access to resources, services, and opportunities.

In the professional practice of social sphere specialists, the concept of barrier-free accessibility gains particular
significance, as these professionals are often the first to interact with individuals facing various forms of exclusion. In this
context, barrier-free accessibility does not merely refer to the presence of ramps or wide, accessible doors. It primarily
involves recognizing the diversity of clients, being sensitive to their needs, and creating conditions for equal access to
services and full participation in social life (UNICEF Ukraine, 2021).

In the course of interacting with social sector institutions, clients often encounter a variety of barriers that complicate
or even prevent the full realization of their rights, as well as access to services and social resources. These barriers are
multidimensional and manifest both at the level of infrastructure and environmental organization, and in the sphere of
communication, social relations, and psychological perception.

Physical barriers concern the inaccessibility of buildings, transport infrastructure, and public spaces for people with
disabilities or low-mobility groups. This includes, in particular, the absence of ramps, elevators, tactile elements, and
specially equipped transport, which significantly limits the opportunities for these individuals to participate in social life.

Informational barriers consist of difficulties in perceiving or accessing information. These may include the excessive
formalization and bureaucratization of official documents, as well as the absence of adapted formats (such as Braille,
sign language interpretation, or “easy-to-read” texts), which deprives a significant portion of clients of the opportunity to
understand their rights and utilize available services.

Digital barriers are exacerbated in the context of societal digitalization. They are associated with the technical inaccessibility
of electronic services for people with disabilities (for example, the lack of screen reading or keyboard navigation), as well as
with low levels of digital literacy among older adults, residents of rural areas, or socially vulnerable groups.

Psychological barriers manifest in clients’ internal experiences and past encounters: fear of stigmatization, distrust
of institutions, apprehension regarding potential reactions of specialists, as well as negative experiences from previous
interactions with social services, which may lead to refusal of assistance.

Communication barriers are associated with difficulties in the process of mutual understanding between the client and
the specialist. They may arise due to the use of professional jargon, language barriers, the presence of biased or hostile
language, as well as insufficient development of empathy and intercultural communication skills among social workers.

Sociocultural barriers are more profound and complex, as they are shaped by prevailing societal stereotypes and
prejudices. They are particularly evident in relation to persons with disabilities, internally displaced persons, older adults,
and other vulnerable groups. Such barriers exacerbate social isolation of clients and may result in repeated discrimination
even during the provision of social services.

Thus, the barriers encountered by clients in the social sphere are complex in nature and require a systemic approach
to overcome, through the creation of an inclusive, barrier-free environment, the enhancement of professionals’ sensitivity,
and the implementation of equality and non-discrimination policies at all levels of social interaction. Understanding this
is an essential component of the professional training of future social workers, as it shapes their capacity to provide
accessible, inclusive, and needs-sensitive social services to diverse population groups.

In the contemporary context, a social sphere specialist cannot be limited to the role of merely executing individual
social functions. Their professional activity must encompass the roles of intermediary, advocate, and agent of change,
which involves actively promoting the development of a barrier-free social environment. Scholarly literature emphasizes
that the key elements of such professional competence include: identifying the barriers that clients face in everyday life;
establishing partnership-based, trusting, and non-hierarchical relationships with clients; adapting communication to clients’
needs and capacities (including the use of “easy-to-read” language, visual support tools, and pauses for information
processing); involving clients in the decision-making process; and ensuring inter-agency cooperation and a comprehensive
approach involving medical, educational, human rights, and other institutions. The integration of these approaches into
professional training contributes to the development of barrier-free competence among future social sphere specialists,
which is a necessary condition for ensuring equal access to social services for all citizens (Koval, 2017).

Barrier-free competence of a social sphere specialist represents an integrated construct that combines cognitive,
operational, emotional-value, and communicative components necessary for effective professional interaction in
conditions of diversity. lts development constitutes an important task of professional training, as it enables the specialist
not only to recognize the existence of barriers in the client’s environment but also to actively contribute to their elimination
within the scope of their professional role.

The leading element of barrier-free competence is the cognitive component, which encompasses knowledge of
types of barriers, their nature, causative factors, and mechanisms for overcoming them, as well as understanding the
legal and regulatory foundations of barrier-free accessibility and inclusion. This includes awareness of human rights,
principles of the anti-discrimination approach, and the specifics of interaction with representatives of vulnerable groups,
including persons with disabilities, older adults, internally displaced persons, and individuals with experiences of violence.
Knowledge of barrier-free accessibility should not be fragmented but systemic, integrated into the professional worldview
of the future specialist.

The operational-activity component entails the development of practical skills and abilities necessary to ensure
barrier-free interaction. This includes, in particular, the capacity to adapt communication forms and methods to the
needs of a specific client; the ability to identify barriers in physical, informational, or social environments; and proficiency
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in interviewing, counseling, facilitation, and social support tools, taking into account the principles of accessibility and
equality. This component also encompasses the ability to engage in inter-agency collaboration and to function effectively
within multidisciplinary teams working with vulnerable groups.

The emotional-value component plays a key role in developing a specialist’s readiness to act from a position of
humanity, respect for individual dignity, and openness to “otherness.” It involves fostering empathy, internal motivation
to support others, the ability to reflect on one’s own biases, and preparedness for intercultural and gender-sensitive
interaction. It is at this level that the foundation is laid for responsible and sensitive treatment of clients who experience
stigmatization or marginalization.

The communicative component involves the ability to establish effective, ethically sound, and inclusive interactions
with diverse categories of clients. This includes proficiency in using plain language, avoiding discriminatory terminology,
employing visual and non-verbal aids to support comprehension, and the capacity for active listening, constructive
dialogue, and conflict resolution. In the contemporary context, digital communication is increasingly important; therefore,
future specialists must possess skills in using online services, social networks, and remote support platforms while
adhering to accessibility principles.

Thus, barrier-free competence of future social sphere specialists is multidimensional and interdisciplinary. Its
development requires a systemic approach that combines theoretical training, practical experience, value orientation,
and continuous professional self-improvement.

Education oriented toward the principles of barrier-free accessibility should promote not only the training of specialists
with a specific set of skills but also the development of socially responsible individuals capable of building professional
relationships based on respect, equality, and dignity. In this context, barrier-free accessibility is not merely an auxiliary
principle or a separate topic, but a holistic approach that permeates all levels and components of professional training. Its
integration into the educational process is an important step toward transforming the social sphere into an environment
where every individual can be heard, accepted, and supported (UNICEF Ukraine, 2021).

The preparation of future social sphere specialists in higher education is not only a process of knowledge acquisition
but also a space for shaping worldview, values, professional attitudes, and competencies that determine the quality
of future practice. The development of barrier-free competence within this process should become a cross-cutting
principle, integrated into the content, methodology, and organization of the learning process.

An analysis of current educational programs for the training of social workers, social pedagogues, and other
specialists in the social sphere indicates that the issue of barrier-free accessibility is most often addressed within courses
on inclusive education, human rights, social work with specific client groups, ethics, gender equality, or elective courses.
At the same time, the majority of topics focus on disability-related issues, while other types of barriers (psychological,
digital, communicational, sociocultural) remain outside the scope of training. This highlights the need to review and
expand the content of curricula, taking into account the contemporary understanding of barrier-free accessibility as a
multifaceted phenomenon.

An interdisciplinary approach plays an important role in the development of barrier-free competence, as it involves
linking professional knowledge with ethical, legal, cultural, and psychological aspects. For example, courses in the
fundamentals of law may include topics on access to justice for vulnerable groups, while psychology courses may address
barriers in interpersonal communication and methods for overcoming them. This approach enables students not only to
acquire isolated knowledge but also to develop a holistic understanding of the issue of barriers in the social space.

Equally important is the teaching methodology. Traditional lecture-seminar formats should be complemented by
active learning methods, such as case analysis, role-playing, simulation of professional situations, meetings with clients
of social services, and invited experts with lived experience of disability or other forms of vulnerability. Immersive
practices (for example, educational excursions to barrier-free spaces or examining urban environments for accessibility)
are effective means of developing empathy, critical thinking, and the ability to notice “invisible” barriers.

A key factor in the development of barrier-free competence is the organization of the educational environment within
the higher education institution itself. It is important that students not only study barrier-free accessibility as a theoretical
concept but also experience it in practice within the educational setting. This concerns accessibility of information
and electronic services, support for students with disabilities, the communication style of faculty, and the openness of
administration to the needs and requests of students.

Programs of practical, educational, and volunteer-based training hold significant potential for fostering barrier-free
thinking. It is through direct interaction with representatives of vulnerable groups, under real social challenges, that
students develop the capacity for reflection, empathetic communication, and professional flexibility. Participation in
community initiatives, social projects, and inclusion-promoting events also contributes to the integration of knowledge
and values.

Thus, the development of barrier-free competence cannot be confined to a single course or module. It is a long-term,
cross-cutting process encompassing all components of professional training: curriculum content, teaching methods,
organization of the educational environment, practical experience, and the pedagogical culture of interaction.

Given the importance of barrier-free competence as a professional attribute of future social sphere specialists, it is
considered appropriate to propose a series of practical steps to improve the educational process in higher education
institutions.

First, it is necessary to systematize and expand the content of academic disciplines by integrating the topic of
barrier-free accessibility not only within the scope of inclusive education or social work with persons with disabilities, but
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also into a broader context-including human rights, social protection, digital inclusion, communicative ethics, and gender
and cultural sensitivity. It is advisable to include dedicated topics or modules focused on analyzing barriers across
various spheres of social life.

Second, the use of interactive and practice-oriented teaching methods should be intensified, such as scenario
simulations, analysis of real cases, role-playing, and group discussions involving practitioner experts and representatives
of target groups. Such methods contribute to the development not only of the knowledge component but also of the
emotional-value component of barrier-free competence.

Third, it is important to provide students with opportunities to undertake practical training in institutions that implement
accessibility and inclusion principles, as well as to involve them in community initiatives, projects, and campaigns aimed
at overcoming barriers in society. This fosters skills in advocacy, social partnership, and effective communication with
diverse client groups.

Fourth, internal policies of educational institutions themselves should be developed in accordance with the principles
of barrier-free accessibility. The educational environment should become a space free from discrimination, with
accessible infrastructure, clear educational resources, open communication, and respect for student diversity.

Furthermore, it is advisable to develop indicators for assessing the development of barrier-free competence, which could
be used in evaluating students’ learning outcomes as well as for internal quality monitoring in higher education institutions.

Thus, barrier-free competence of a social sphere specialist represents an integrated quality that combines knowledge
of barriers and mechanisms for overcoming them, practical skills in adapting communication and ensuring accessibility
during social interaction, a value-based foundation of empathy, respect, and sensitivity, as well as the ability to engage
in inclusive language and digital communication. The development of this competence constitutes a fundamental
professional principle that ensures high-quality and ethical social support for diverse population groups. Fostering
barrier-free competence among future social sphere specialists is an essential condition for building an inclusive, just,
and humane society. The ability to recognize and understand the barriers encountered by different population groups,
as well as to act in ways that contribute to their elimination, is a key manifestation of professionalism in social work.

CONCLUSIONS AND PROSPECTS OF FURTHER RESEARCH

Comprehensive training of social workers, social pedagogues, and counselors, which integrates the topic of barrier-
free practices into educational programs, actively employs practical and intersectional teaching methods, ensures
the creation of an accessible university environment, and involves participation in community projects, contributes
to a profound transformation of students’ attitudes towards accessibility and equality. Such an approach embeds in
professional consciousness the perception of barrier-free interaction as a norm of social space.

Barrier-free competence serves as a factor in the realization of social justice and human rights in social work. A
specialist trained in accordance with the principles of barrier-free practice becomes an agent of change, capable of
creating conditions of dignity, participation, and partnership. Therefore, the advancement of competence in this area
is not only relevant but also essential for effective, responsible, and humanistic social practice. Development of this
competence is a necessary condition for the high-quality preparation of specialists capable of working effectively
in the context of diversity and the principles of inclusion. The proposed theoretical provisions may be applied in
the modernization of educational programs, the development of methodological support, and the implementation of
barrier-free practices in higher education.

The prospects for further research lie in the development of criteria and indicators for assessing the level of
barrier-free competence, the creation of diagnostic tools for its evaluation, as well as the study of the effectiveness of
pedagogical technologies aimed at fostering this competence among higher education students.
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