UDL: An overview

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a powerful tool for classroom. Based off of the concept of Universal Design, “UDL provides a blueprint for creating instructional goals, methods, materials, and assessments that work for everyone--not a single, one-size-fits-all solution but rather flexible approaches that can be customized and adjusted for individual needs.”  UDL offers a classroom with a flexible learning environment for all students, much like car’s seats are adjustable to fit more people’s needs than the average. It has the potential for reaching the diverse learners in their ideal manner of instruction, as not all learners learn the same way.  The way people learn is unique, and curriculum and instruction needs to address this uniqueness, and break down barriers to learning for all students. UDL strives to make sure everyone can learn. Cognitive neuroscience has shown that there indeed is no such thing as an average learner. There is great learner variability, and this variability is systematic. Much in the way that people enjoy different types of music (Beethoven vs. Mozart vs. Gangster rap), we prefer different types of education. We can plan for this variability to reach all of these different students with UDL.

UDL offers support for students to have multiple ways to get to the same learning goals using three main goals: Multiple representations of materials, multiple means of action and expression, and provides multiple means of engagement. If students are interested and engagement is high, they are much more likely to succeed. UDL is not designed to teach to the average, as no one is actually average. We all have particular strengths and challenges, and these combinations of strengths and challenges are different for every student. This is where Universal Design for Learning shines. UDL is flexible, and allows the ideal environment for all learners to succeed. UDL is not interested in trying to teach to the average in order to assist more people; UDL recognizes that hardly anyone is actually average, and strives to be able to teach to the edges of people’s abilities. In fact, the context in which learning is occurring can create the illusion of disability in our students.

With the rise in digital technologies, UDL has become much easier to implement in the classroom. The use of smart boards, iPads, computers, and other technologies have opened a whole new universe for the classroom of modern learners. While some students prefer one method of curriculum or instruction over another, UDL benefits all students by making multiple approaches available to everyone. When used correctly, technology essentially allows for a customization of every student’s education. Further, If UDL is implemented successfully, students will often not even know that their education is being tailored to them, as accommodations and multiple preferences will already be built in.  For example, an auditory learner would greatly benefit from a program that reads a book to the student, while a visual learner would further benefit from the accompanying video etc. It is no secret that students love working with technology in general. In my own teaching experience, student engagement soars when they are working with technologies they find interesting, different, and cutting edge. Simply- kids love to play around with technology.
This should become the norm in classrooms of the 21st century, however there are a few barriers to the use of UDL. One common barrier is a lack of funding for specific technologies that may help students. While this is changing somewhat, technology is always evolving and improving, and it may be difficult for school districts to keep up. Another barrier is the lack of education among teachers themselves. Teachers want the best for their students, but may lack the knowledge of how to successfully implement concepts of UDL in their classrooms, or they may be resistive to change from what they consider to be something that “works”.


Perhaps equally importantly, UDL has offered students with disabilities a greater chance to participate and succeed in the classroom than ever before. Students with hearing impairments can now watch subtitled videos, students with physical disabilities can use their electric wheelchair to participate in gym class, without a big production and accommodation from the teacher that may make the student feel isolated or different. Things like visual reminders, or content displayed in an alternate format, have the potential to benefit the entire classroom of learners, not just the individual it was designed for, and can be subtly effective for all.


UDL also offers students multiple ways to show and demonstrate their understanding, and likely in a more engaging way. If the student is interested in their topic, or the manner with which it is being presented, they are more likely to understand and comprehend the topic. Simply put, if a student loves video games and is taught something through playing a video game (educational, of course), that student will likely have better learning outcomes than if that same student read from a book. UDL technology offers more opportunity to account for student interests and preferences.
Importantly, UDL’s impact can go beyond improving classroom outcomes. Struggling at school has far reaching implications on children self-concept, self-esteem and emotions. Children who have trouble with reading, for example, often feel stupid, feel guilty, and feel shame. This is in spite of the fact that many of these students are gifted in other ways, and this is not being taken into account.

In summary, Universal Design for Learning is an exciting pedagogical approach to education in the 21st century that responds to the simple fact that there is no such thing as the average student; there is great variability in our schools and classrooms.. Simply, it benefits everyone. It’s potential impact is far reaching, and should assist in all students achieving their best at school, from the best of students to the ones that struggle the most. It's most valuable asset is in using technology to make curriculum and instruction flexible and malleable to the needs of all students.

