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Abstract 
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a framework to support student success for all diverse learners 
by enhancing access and removing barriers to learning.  This paper provides an overview of the 
theory and guidelines of UDL, compares and contrasts UDL with accommodations for students with 
disabilities, and outlines a campus-wide initiative to increase UDL principles and practices across the 
institution.  The conclusion provides recommendations and guidelines for other institutions interested 
in developing a similar initiative. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a framework to support student success for all diverse students 
by enhancing access and removing barriers to learning. UDL provides proactive support by creating 
learning environments that support students with diverse learning and life needs, rather than solely 
providing accommodations for students with identified disabilities. UDL is a scientifically valid 
framework for guiding educational practices that provide multiple means of engagement, 
representation and expression of learning in the classroom and across the campus ([1], [2]).  

Today’s higher education’s diverse student population includes a wide range of abilities, challenges, 
and experiences (at risk students, international students, English language learners, veterans, 
introverts, students with anxiety, long-distance commuters, working students, parents). From a social 
justice perspective, UDL principles and practices move beyond specific accommodations for those 
with identified disabilities toward supporting the much broader diverse population of today’s students 
[3].  While not eliminating the need for accommodations for students with identified disabilities, it can 
reduce the barriers that often result in diverse students not successfully completing university [4].  The 
Americans with Disabilities Act [5] requires that accommodations are provided for individuals with 
identified disabilities. UDL practices serve a much broader student body by supporting diverse 
learning and life needs in a proactive approach that are integrated intentionally into course design and 
campus-wide policies and practices. 

Universal design has its origins in architecture, and has then been applied to K-12 settings and higher 
education.  Ramps and curb cuts, illustrate the impact of UDL beautifully.  Although the original 
intention and need for such environmental modifications was to support individuals with physical 
disabilities, we have all benefited from such improvements when we push a stroller or shopping cart, 
ride a bike or pull our luggage.  What was originally developed for a few; ultimately supports us all. 

1.1 UDL Principles and Strategies 
Universal Design for Learning guiding principles involve providing learners with multiple means of 
engagement, representation, and expression ([6]) by having faculty be intentional in their course 
design without adding excessive demands on their time and energy.  The Center for Applied Special 
Technology [7] and the National Center for Universal Design for Learning [8] suggest some of the 
following ways to implement UDL.  Examples of engagement or ways in which to motivate students 
include offering both group and individual work, engaging in in-class and on-line activities, and 
allowing students to select topics based on their interest or relevancy.  Offering materials through a 
range of visual and auditory methods, recording lectures and providing clear, detailed instructions with 
rubrics, are examples of ways to promote multiple means of representation.  Multiple means of action 
and expression are ways in which students can demonstrate their learning through such activities as 
increasing “low-stakes” assignments, offering a choice of ways to demonstrate the learning outcomes 
(presentation, essay, or creating a video), and providing opportunities for students to receive feedback 
and revise their work.   
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Classroom strategies have advanced with the development of new assistive technologies to support 
diverse learners, including lecture capture, translation apps and other low and high tech options.  By 
providing multiple means of engagement, we are activating students interests and motivation through 
such examples as using student response systems (PollEverywhere.com [9], Socrative.com [10]) or 
providing multimedia feedback (Audacityteam.org [11]- audio or techsmith, com/jing [12]- a screen 
capture).  Multiple means of representation allow students to view materials and resources through 
different formats such as video streaming, audio recordings or leveled reading assignments.  Finally, 
multiple means of action and expression offer students a range of ways to demonstrate their 
knowledge and understanding including allowing for assessments and assignments to be presented in 
visual, oral or demonstration formats involving a range of tools (learning management systems-LMS, 
chatzy.com [13], Google Suite[14], text2mindmap.com [15], bubbl.us [16].) ([17]) 

One effective way to support diverse learning and life needs can be through the technique of video-
recording classroom sessions using tools such as Panapto [18] or Camtasia [19].  Panapto is a simple 
tool that is added to a classroom computer allowing for direct recording of the session, capturing 
audio, visual, and the presentation materials.  Camtasia allows for editing and a higher quality 
presentation recording.  Such classroom recordings allow students to review the material after class 
and take further notes on content covered that they could not write down in the allotted time. This 
supports learning for a wide-range of diverse students, including international, underperforming 
learners, struggling writers and students with life needs that prevented them from attending a specific 
session.  Yet this effective technique can be met with resistance from faculty who are concerned that if 
they record their class sessions, students may be less apt to attend or may misuse their lecture 
materials.   

Accommodations are provided for individuals who have been identified as having a specific disability, 
there are many students on campus who have not been formally identified or who do not meet the 
criteria for disability classification and, therefore, do not receive support.  In addition, some faculty 
express resistance to providing accommodations for individuals with disabilities suggesting that is too 
demanding on their time, or, from their perspective, gives some students unfair advantage.   

How can we shift this culture of resistance by faculty toward one that embraces supporting student 
success for diverse learners including those with identified special needs and those who have learning 
and life needs?   How can we create a culture of inclusion that respects and embeds practices that 
support social justice on campus? 

2 METHOD 
Our Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL) established a UDL campus-wide initiative 
in the fall of 2016. We began by introducing the concept of UDL to the Council for Diversity and 
Inclusion and obtained their endorsement to move forward with this initiative. We organized a UDL 
team comprised of administrators and staff from academic and student affairs including disability 
support services, office of diversity and inclusion, dean of students, e-learning and technology 
services, and faculty and students representing a range of school across the campus.  

This team explored ways in which UDL principles could become part of the institutional and classroom 
culture. The team’s goal was to study and learn more about UDL and then create a plan of how we 
would introduce it to the campus at large. Each member of the team met with different groups and 
committees across campus to introduce and discuss the initiative.  The team met regularly throughout 
the year.  We began by expanding our understanding of UDL by reviewing articles, research, 
websites, through participation in webinars, and in conversations with other institutions who have 
begun to implement UDL on their campuses.  

The team’s work informed how we would organize some of our 2016-2017 programs around UDL. We 
did this primarily by selecting a Faculty Fellow to lead UDL initiatives, such as a year-long faculty 
development institute (FDI). The FDI structure brings together a cohort of faculty who want to study a 
teaching strategy to implement in their courses. The group met regularly during the fall, to learn and 
study about UDL and during the winter, each faculty member worked on a UDL project such as a 
course redesign or strategies that they could implement into their own courses. FDIs often prepare 
faculty to apply for the center’s teaching grants which provide faculty $3,000 to create or redesign 
courses based on their research of higher education pedagogies and disseminate the results in a 
university session, conference presentation, or scholarly publication. Since these SoTL grants often 
include a university theme, this year’s grant application invited proposals focused on UDL in addition 
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to other student success strategies. Lower-commitment opportunities to talk about UDL include faculty 
workshops, which are open to the whole faculty, staff, and graduate student community.    

A vital component of the UDL Faculty Development Institute was that it established a cohort of faculty 
who become “early adopters” of the initiative and can serve as ambassadors across the campus to 
help transform the culture.   These ambassadors were equipped with UDL “Quick Notes,” a series of 
visual, brief guides to UDL’s core ideas and strategies. These were shared with the entire university 
community through electronic communications, and made available on our website on a specific UDL 
page. These foundational guides provide is significant works to promote that institutional change take 
hold [20], and it ensures that all team and FDI participants use the same language and emphasizes 
the same points when sharing their work with other campus groups. 

3 RESULTS 
We are in the beginning phase of this multi-year initiative.  Over the coming years we will implement 
our plans and future work will be done to analyze the impact and results.  This first year of the initiative 
has focused on our UDL team learning about and exploring UDL principles and practices.  Our goal 
next year is to introduce this across the campus.  The following are ways in which the UDL team and 
faculty members from the Faculty Development Institute has embraced, developed and implemented 
some initial principles and practices.  

Participants in the UDL yearlong Faculty Development Institute developed and implemented the 
following strategies in some of their classes.  Examples of multiple means of engagement included: 
mindfulness to minimize threats/distractions and facilitate coping skills;  structuring learning to guide 
students' work and promoting expectations/optimize motivation;  using a rubric and feedback process 
to provide mastery-oriented feedback; and structuring a learning activity to vary demands and 
resources and optimize different challenges to students.  Ways in which faculty used multiple means 
of representation include guiding goal setting by sharing examples that focus on the process and final 
product; facilitating how students manage information and resources by providing organizing 
documents such as guides, checklists, or rubrics; clarify vocabulary and symbols; and illustrating 
examples through multiple media.  Examples of action and expression include, facilitating how 
students manage information and resources by providing organizing documents such as guides, 
checklists, or rubrics; and providing opportunities for students to demonstrate their competency 
through a range and choice of assignments. 

One of the most interesting findings from the participants in the FDI is that some faculty reported that 
they have been implementing teaching practices that support UDL all along without identifying or 
labeling it as a UDL practice.  As one member stated, “I have always offered my students feedback on 
their assignments and encouraged them to revise and resubmit their work, as I have felt that is the 
most effective way to have students learn and be successful.  I did not realize this was a UDL practice, 
but it makes sense.  I will now frame it with my students through the lens of UDL to make them aware 
of the importance of inclusive practices.”  Another faculty member commented, “It is the practice in the 
Medical School to record lecture sessions.  We have always done this because it was the expectation.  
I now have a rationalization for doing this that aligns with my beliefs toward providing support for 
diverse learning and life needs”.  “At first, I was somewhat resistant to the thought of implementing 
UDL practices because I feared it would take so much more of my time. As I learn about the range of 
techniques, I realize that I don’t have to do it all and that I am already applying some of these 
principles.  Now I will do it with more intent.  My goal is to begin with baby steps and each semester 
implement one more strategy”. 

The Office of Disability Support Services (DSS) is a strong advocate of UDL.  Due to compliance and 
regulations, formal accommodations can only be provided for students with identified disabilities; 
however, DSS reaches out to the larger population serving all diverse needs.  DSS posts links to UDL 
resources and advises faculty & staff in identifying more accessible formats, materials, and tools.  
They provide individual assistance to students who encounter barriers in using University software 
systems (i.e. Moodle, Sail etc.) or making application to graduate programs and offers options (phone, 
skype, etc.) for meeting with students who are challenged by disability or other constraints (work, child 
care, illness, distance).  DSS provides training and support in using assistive technologies and works 
to ensure that materials are ADA compliant.  

The Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL) founded the UDL Initiative and UDL 
campus-wide team.  We have promoted UDL on our CETL website; created four Quicknotes 
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(summary sheets of guidelines, principles and practices) and numerous Teaching Tips.  Our Faculty 
Fellow’s work has focused on UDL and ran a yearlong Faculty Development Institute.  In addition, we 
promoted workshops in the winter and embedded UDL language and principles in other workshops 
throughout the year.  Finally, we developed journal articles and conference presentations.  

E-LIS and On-line learning has embedded UDL language and examples into their four week intensive 
“Quality Online Training program". Options for effective closed captioning for the on-line learning 
management system are being explored. The Classroom Support Team is providing training to faculty 
on using lecture capture and screen recordings.  They will be conducting a series of workshops next 
fall to promote UDL with classroom technology supports.   

As a team, we also acknowledge and recognize challenges and limitations that we face as we begin to 
promote and implement UDL on our campus.  We do not have the resources and supports to have 
support staff allocated to provide specific UDL services such as creating instructional videos or adding 
closed captions to online teaching. These are tasks and time commitments that the faculty member 
must incur on their own.  For this reason, we recommend that faculty begin with “low-hanging fruit”; 
strategies and approaches that do not require extensive time on their part, but that can enhance the 
student experience and student success. We hope faculty will begin with “small steps” as they 
embrace these methods and techniques. In addition, we are aware that as a campus are not in full 
compliance with all ADA requirements for our digital and media resources.  We are working towards 
the goal of an ADA threshold while embracing UDL practices.  We also know that, as with any new 
initiative, we will face some resistance.  For that reason, it is important to identify and work with those 
who support UDL beliefs and practices to be our ambassadors, while at the same time, listen to, 
recognize the perspectives of the naysayers and be open to having those difficult conversations. 
Finally, we know that shifting a culture takes time and patience.  We need to promote the UDL 
philosophy, framework and practices across the university community through an effective marketing 
and communication plan, workshops, training and resources. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The following are a list of recommendations for individual faculty or institutions who are interested in 
developing and implementing UDL practices on their campuses. 

1 Move away from a “disability model” toward a “social justice model” for successful learning for 
all.  Ultimately, the goal is to create a campus culture that embraces student success for all 
diverse learners.   

2 Begin by creating a Learning Community or team. Create a campus-wide team with 
representation from all stakeholders and partners.  Include administrators, faculty, staff and 
students who can provide insights and ideas from their own perspective. Ensure that you have 
involved from student services, disability support services, on-line learning, technology and 
legal services. Include faculty who are early-adopters and champions who embrace inclusive 
practices. This will be an asset as you promote across the campus.   

3 Learn about UDL- CAST, webinars, and network with those who have already adopted UDL on 
their campus.  Before you begin to implement it into your own setting, learn what it is about, 
what research and resources are available, and learn lessons about the opportunities and 
challenges that others have faced and addressed. 

4 Listen and engage.  Engage the early- adopters and champions from the beginning, and, it is 
equally as important to have the difficult conversations with those who are resistant.  Have the 
early-adopters share their stories and success with the resisters. 

5 Effective teaching embeds UDL principles and practices.  Faculty may already be incorporating 
strategies that support UDL practices without being aware of the terminology.   Highlight what 
they are already doing and build upon that.  Begin small and realize change takes time.   

6 Be creative with resources and tools.  Some campuses have numerous resources and supports 
(i.e. instructional designers, technology supports); other campuses function with lean resources.  
It may be a goal to increase resources and funds, but it is often more practical and reasonable 
to work within the existing model and brainstorm and problem-solve how those resources can 
be reframed to support UDL and diverse student learners. 

7 Know your limitations.  Rather than aiming to totally transform an individual classroom or an 
entire university campus to implement a full range of UDL practices, set your goals based on a 
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realistic understanding of the contextual limitations and restrictions that which you are, including 
finances, time and resources.  Aim for improvement, not for perfection. 

8 Accept the challenge to create a culture that supports diverse students with diverse learning 
and life needs.  Create a vision and an action plan that supports a culture that embraces and 
implements UDL principles and practices that values and supports diverse learning and life 
needs.  Our teaching will inevitably improve, our students will have an increased probability of 
success, and our campus community will be a model for inclusive practices that demonstrate 
social justice in action. 
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