UNIVERSAL DESIGN
FOR LEARNING
(UDL)
EMPOWER ALL LEARNERS

DIFFERENT
IDENTITIES.
DIFFERENT
NEEDS.

The student body in post-secondary education is more
diverse than ever. Different identities, abilities, and
disabilities are wrapped up in characteristics that may
relate to any combination of gender, race, culture,
religious beliefs and values, socioeconomic status,
marital status, age, communication and social skills,
physical and sensory abilities, learning abilities and
preferences, interests, and more.

MOVING ONLINE
COVID-19 has forced teaching in higher
education to move online. “Emergency remote
teaching” is not the same as well-designed,
intentional online teaching. The challenges faced
by diverse students take on new dimensions in
an online environment.

THE ROOTS OF UDL
Universal design for learning is based on the idea of fixing the learning environment rather than
fixing the learner. Experts, specialists, and teachers have designed the framework with the
underlying belief that universal accessibility benefits all learners.
Professional educators already know that an “average” or “typical” student doesn’t exist. Learners’
brains are as unique as their fingerprints.
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BASED ON NEUROSCIENCE
Engagement, representation, and expression are the basic
principles of UDL. Each of these three concepts relates to a
different set of networks in the brain: the affective (why),
the representative (what), and the strategic (how).

THE “WHY”
The affective networks relate to engagement. This is the
WHY of learning. It relates to motivation and selfregulation, including emotion regulation. The current high
levels of uncertainty, isolation, and anxiety have an impact
on learning through these networks.

THE “WHAT”
The recognition networks are about representation, or the
WHAT of learning. Representation has to do with
processing, comprehension, perception, language, and
symbols.

THE “HOW”
The strategic networks have to do with expression, or the
HOW of learning. Here we have communication,
demonstration of learning (or assessment), executive
functions such as planning and monitoring your work, and
action.
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WHY

WHAT

HOW

How will learners
engage with the
lesson?

How is the
information
presented to
learners?

How are learners expected
to act strategically and
express themselves?

DO YOUR LESSONS OFFER OPTIONS
THAT HELP ALL LEARNERS...

ACCESS

...become engaged
and interested?

...perceive what should
be learned?

...physically respond
(e.g. access tools
and technologies)?

BUILD

...sustain effort and
motivation?

...understand the symbols
and expressions?

...express themselves
fluently?

...regulate their own
learning?

...develop higher levels
of comprehension?

...act strategically and
set goals?

Learner choice;
collaboration; knowing
and understanding
background
knowledge, beliefs

Clarify vocabulary; make
sure display is customizable;
help with decoding of texts;
identify the “trees for the forest”
(patterns and common
ideas within text)

Multiple response options;
(multi) media tools for creating
and communicating; assistive
technologies, goal setting and
progress monitoring

INTERNALIZE

EXAMPLES

UDL guidelines – adapted from http://udlguidelines.cast.org/
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NOT A STRATEGY
BUT A FRAMEWORK
All aspects of the learning environment can
be looked at from a UDL perspective.
Whether we are considering the
instructional design,
the curriculum itself,
the materials required, instruction, or
assessment - all can be viewed through a
UDL lens to improve accessibility online.

GOALS
A final important point is goals. The nervous
system, with the brain as the “central computer”,
always has a goal (even if it is to be invisible and do
as little as possible in class).

SOCIAL VS.
MEDICAL MODEL
Based on the idea that disability arises from
an individual’s interaction with inaccessible
portions of society (social model), rather
than an inherent condition within the
individual (medical model), UDL aims to
make learning accessible for all.
Bringing UDL into the online sphere
presents some unique challenges, but the
fundamental goal of designing learning
experiences that support the desired
outcomes remains at the core of effective
teaching and learning.

As educators, we can help by setting challenging but
attainable goals, and most importantly - provide many
different options to navigate the journey.
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