
 

Hello, and welcome to our first special session for 2017. I am Angie Atwell, one of the faculty 

development instructors for your Rothwell Center for Teaching and Learning Excellence. And I'm going 

to be spending the next couple of minutes with you discussing Universal Design for Learning and You.  

 

So, let's begin with a cute little comic here. Those of you who may not know me very well may be 

surprised to learn that I am from Western New York. And so, as being someone who is certainly no 

stranger to snow, I found this comic to be particularly interesting. You can see here that there is a 

gentleman who's working very diligently to remove the snow from the stairs so that the students can 



get into the school or the gym or whatever it is. There is someone who is needing to use the ramp, 

who's in the wheelchair saying, well, could you please just shovel the ramp? And the gentleman says, 

“Yeah, I will as soon as I get the stairs cleared, I'll clear the ramp.” The person who's in the wheelchair 

simply says, “Yes, but if you would just clear the ramp, we can all get in.” That really sums up Universal 

Design for Learning. We all have a role in Universal Design for Learning. Sometimes it just requires 

looking at things in a different way.  

 

So, what is Universal Design for Learning? Well, it was defined by the Higher Education Opportunity Act 

of 2008. It was really aimed at fixing the curriculum and the way we teach, rather than the students. So 

Universal Design for Learning is a framework for guiding our educational practice. And really, it provides 

flexibility in the ways information is presented, the ways students respond and demonstrate their 

knowledge and skills, and the ways students are engaged. Those make up the three pillars of the 

Universal Design for Learning, which has provided the backbone for this presentation. It also aims to 

reduce barriers while supporting students but maintaining the rigor and challenges for all students.  

So really, the purpose of Universal Design for Learning is to encourage and provide an opportunity for all 

students to be actively engaged, and not waiting for a specific letter of accommodation, but rather 

designing so that everyone can be involved. Universal Design for Learning was adapted from the idea of 

universal design, a classic example of universal design are curb cutouts. We see those in cities and towns 

around the world, and they were originally designed for those who are using wheelchairs, but they are 

equally as useful for people who are riding bikes or skateboards, who are pushing strollers or shopping 

carts. 

 



They're also useful for people, who maybe have difficulty navigating that large step where they can walk 

onto smooth ground. So, the idea of universal design for learning is the same. While these strategies 

may be useful for students who have specific needs, they are also useful for students who perhaps don't 

have special needs. 

 

As I mentioned, the UDL is founded upon three pillars, and those three pillars are really designed to 

complement the three learning networks in the brain. So, the first learning network in the brain is the 

Affective Learning Network. It is really associated with the third pillar and the need for providing 

multiple means of engagement. This is all about recruiting interest, sustaining effort and persistence, as 

well as self-regulation.  

The Recognition Learning Network in the brain is associated with the representation pillar for Universal 

Design for Learning. And this is all about perception, language, expression and symbols as well as 

comprehension. And then these strategic learning network in the brain is associated with the 

opportunity to provide multiple means of action and expression. This is all about providing students with 

opportunities for physical action, expression and communication, as well as executive function, which 

we know includes the cognitive processes of attention, working memory, reasoning, problem solving 

and planning. We will also go into these three pillars with a little more detail and some specific 

strategies you can use in your own classes. 



 

So, what does this all mean? Universal Design for Learning is focused on mastering the learning process. 

We want to develop expert learners. That means resourceful and knowledgeable learners, and those are 

of course affiliated with the recognition part of the brain representation pillar. We want our students to 

be strategic and goal directed. 

Of course, that is affiliated with the strategic part of the brain and the action and expression pillar. We 

want our students to be purposeful and motivated. And that is the affective portion of the brain as well 

as the engagement pillar. We want to design learning experiences that meet the needs of all learners 

and not necessarily just individualizing for specific needs. We want to eliminate any unnecessary barriers 

while still maintaining any necessary challenges. As we learned from Maria in the Sound of Music, we're 

going to start at the very beginning for Universal Design for Learning, a very good place to start. So 

ideally, we would intentionally and systematically design our experiences from the beginning to address 

all individual differences, and be inclusive and not wait for a letter of accommodation, but designed for 

all students.  



 

Sometimes, we can't begin at the very beginning. Sometimes we are provided with courses that already 

have design elements included there and we can't necessarily put our own spin on things. However, this 

talk today will really focus on those day-to-day classroom practices. Things that regardless of what level 

of academic freedom you have or which role you take in the design process, you are ultimately 

responsible for the design and the culture that you create in your own course. Therefore, there are 

Universal Design for Learning aspects that all instructors can implement into their classroom. 

The name Universal Design for Learning makes it sound like only developers and those who are in our 

IDD department are responsible for it, but in fact, it's everyone's responsibility. So those who are 

involved in program and course development, and of course our great team over there in IDD, they are 

working from the Universal Design for Learning perspective. But even if we're teaching online courses 

where we get our course completely completed for us, there are opportunities for you to engage as an 

instructor in Universal Design for Learning Principles. That's really what we'll focus on today, day-to-day 



classroom practices. 

 

So, let's start to think about some of those day-to-day classroom activities or the things that instructors 

do in their own courses. Let's think about them in comparison to the three pillars of universal design for 

learning. So, in the engagement pillar, we are thinking about to recruiting interest, we're talking about 

sustaining effort and persistence, as well as self-regulation. Here, instructors are involved in creating 

policy to keep students engaged and active throughout the course, and throughout the term. 

We are also, as instructors, participating in discussions on a regular basis. We might not be responding 

to everybody, but we're responding to everybody at some point throughout the term. So, we are 

engaging in those discussions and asking students to engage in those discussions with us. For 

representation, this pillar is responsible for perception, language, expression and symbols, as well as 

comprehension. And so here, the instructor is being intentional with his or her use of technology. 

Therefore, making sure that it is not only appropriate, but that it is accessible to all users. We're also 

integrating current events, so that we are representing what we are learning in our class to what is 

happening in the real world. 

And then finally in action and expression, here we're working on physical action, expression and 

communication, as well as those executive functioning skills. So here we're providing networking 

opportunities for students. We're connecting them back to each other through discussions, or through 

the online office, or through our office hours, and of course, we are providing adequate ongoing 

meaningful feedback for students. So that they get some idea and some gauge about how they're doing 

and can improve their action and expression for the future.  



 

Here, I have provided a short handout that will also be available on the page in our CTLE resource site. 

And this is really meant to be a guide as you are working toward universal design for learning 

implementation and planning for that in your own course. So, what I have done here is include the three 

pillars as well as the most common instructor activities, such as course set-up, communication with 

students, as well as feedback opportunities. Throughout the remainder of our time together, we will 

review the three pillars and we will talk about what you can specifically do in your class as an instructor, 

in these three areas. At the end, we will have a completed chart here, and again, the blink version will 



be available on the CTLE resource site, right below where you are viewing this video. 

 

So, let's begin with multiple means of representation. This again is associated with the recognition 

network of the brain and it's the what of the learning. In the representation pillar, we are focused on 

providing opportunities for resourceful, knowledgeable learners. We want to present information and 

content in different areas, and we're going to do this by considering perception, language, and 

expression as well as symbols and comprehension. 



So, perception is defined as the ability to see here, or become aware of something through the senses. 

We know that this is very subjective. So, in our live session we ask participants to chat in the chat box 

what they see. Some people say that they saw a duck with the bill facing towards the left and back of 

the head towards the right. And then other, people said that they saw a bunny rabbit with his ears 

facing to the left and his nose facing to the right. 

Some people had seen this optical illusion before, and so some people said both duck and a bunny. So 

really your experiences, and the ideas that you come into the classroom and the learning experience 

with, definitely impact the way that you see things. It is very important for us to be sure that we are 

keeping the ideas of perception in mind when we are creating and designing learning experiences. 

 



 
 

We want to be sure that the key information is equally perceptible to all learners and that what we are 

communicating is received in the same way by everybody. Our goal is clarity and comprehension, and 

for this we want to anticipate questions. We want to put ourselves in the students position and make 

sure that we are planning for clarity and being sure that the message that we are sending is what is 

actually received. 



 

We also want to consider language, expression, and symbols when we are considering universal design 

for learning elements and really this stand to providing options. We want to be sure that the content 

that we provide is customizable. In most cases, this is part of the element as definitely as part of canvas, 

but when you are providing some supplemental materials, you want to be sure that they're provided in 

a format that students can customize. 

 So, you want to be sure that the color is appropriate as far as the accessibility is concerned. You want to 

be sure that students can manually change the size, or the font, or the contrast. This is something that 

you want to consider if you are providing supplemental or including PowerPoint presentations inside of 

the modules within canvas or even emailing them or sending them out in announcements. So, you can 

use the accessibility checker within PowerPoint and that will show you the areas of opportunity, the 

areas that you can adjust to ensure that the document is accessible. 

I also recommend using the outline mode for students and training students on the uses of that. 

Students can take your PowerPoint and they can take what you already have and create their own notes 

from there, so that's a useful universal design for learning strategy for students who maybe want to 

their own notes. You also want to be sure that you're providing alternative text. For any images or 

anything that a screen reader might have difficulty looking at, you want to be sure that you're including 

some description of that that is concise and accurate. In addition, if you have any supplemental videos 

you want to be sure that you're providing text, like transcripts or captions, for those. If you're using 

visual aids, you want to be sure that you're providing some text around those visual aids. And be sure 

that when you are providing text or when you are trying to describe something that you are using visual 

and emotional descriptions, so that students can really paint the picture in their mind's eye. 

Keep in mind that these are not specific accommodations for students with disabilities, but rather 

universal designs for learning, so that all students can actively engaged in the educational experience. 



So, we are providing transcripts for people who are potentially watching the videos on a bus or in a 

place where they would not be able to turn on the volume and actually hear the video. You're providing 

an outline for student who want that extra support or guidance as they are taking their notes. You're 

proving color contrast in case people must print in black and white because they need a hard copy. 

Again, not necessarily for students with disabilities specifically. But it's universal elements that could 

impact, positively impact, the learning for everyone. 

 

Universal design for learning also challenges us to make connections and help students make 

connections. We want to connect what they're learning to their background knowledge. What do they 

know? What do they want to know? What have they learned? We want to provide analogies or 

metaphors so that students can really connect to the content. We want to provide some cross-curricular 

connections for students. So, the reality is, some students that are in our classes might not love the 

content that they were teaching. But if we can connect it to something that they do love, they're going 

to learn our content. And it's important for us to consider the big picture. Be sure that we are working 

for that ultimate goal which is transfer an application in a real-life situation beyond our classroom. So 

we want to be sure that we are providing opportunities for our students to make those connections, and 

that we are facilitating that growth.



 
Here is our Universal Design for Learning Planning chart for the first pillar of multiple means of 

representing content. We talked about course set up, we talked about the need for customizable 

content. We also talked about communication with students and using a variety of mediums when you 

are communicating your content. We talked about some videos, some text, some other web 

opportunities and then for feedback, we talked about ongoing feedback opportunities. Connecting to 

their real life, what do they know, what do they want to know, what have they learned, how are things 

working for you? And making sure that that transfer is happening. 



Our second pillar for Universal Design for Learning is multiple means of action and expression. This is 

associated with the strategic network of the brain and it's the how of learning. So, learners differ in the 

ways that they can navigate a learning environment and express what they know. Online learners 

choose the online format for flexibility. But they might not be ready for the text-heavy design. So, 

students are spending a lot of time reading, participating in the discussions, and they're writing papers 

in online courses. 

So, it's important for us to consider past experiences in a virtual learning environment as well as 

familiarity with the learning management system. It's important for us to consider potential language 

barriers and this could be students who are learning English as a second language, but we also use 

jargon and sometimes a different language in our courses. It’s important for us to consider those types 

of language barriers, as well as the students' preferences for expression. Some students may feel really 

comfortable getting up and talking in front of a class, where they might not feel as comfortable writing 

papers or contributing to discussions. So, it's important for us to be sure that we are providing multiple 



means of action and expression in our courses to ensure that all students are able to actively engage. 

 

Basically, this boils down to our responsibility as instructors to provide options. So, this first option I 

have here for you is differences in assignments. I know that it's not always possible for us to change 

assignments especially if we are teaching an online course here at Embry-Riddle, but it's important for 

us to consider some of the things that we can do within the constructs of our online course. So of 

course, the most common assignment that we have in an online class is a text-based assignment. We 

also want to consider multi-media assignments and we know that we want to create resourceful 

students. Providing multi-media assignments gives students an opportunity to look for links or look for 

videos or look for peer-reviewed materials. We should also consider performance assignments. We 

know that create is the highest order in Bloom's taxonomy. 

So, if we want students to use those higher order skills we must be sure that we are providing 

opportunities for them to. Social and interactive assignments are also important. So, we accomplish that 

through discussions, but we want students to build a community and they can do that through social 

media. They can do that through some additional web materials, and then finally, there are project-

based assignments. We know that our number one priority is to ensure that students are transferring 

and applying what we're learning. So what better way to do that a project-based assignment, and so 

many of our courses already include case studies or interviews or some sort of analysis about real world 

activities. 

For those of you who are maybe not developers or maybe not intimately involved in designing 

assignments, you might want to consider some optional ungraded assignments. So, students already 

have access to the student lounge, which is generally not monitored by the instructor, but they also 

have access to the online office in Canvas. This is a great place to share resources, to ask questions, to 

dig a little bit deeper and it's here where students can really provide some additional resources for other 



students to look at. Get some peer feedback from students, and just delve a little bit deeper. Now of 

course, if it's optional and ungraded, not everyone is going to participate and that's okay. The ones that 

want to will and that's where we're really going to be able to provide some options for students.  

 

We also want to think about some options for providing feedback and of course, the instructor feedback 

is necessary and required in all our courses here at ERAU. There are some additional options and some 

different ways that we can integrate universal design for learning within our feedback practices. 

So, it's important for us to also consider peer reflections and an opportunity to connect with other 

students to create that sense of community to get that feedback from someone who doesn't provide 

their grade. Also, to get some feedback from people who are diverse, who are coming at the project or 

the presentation or whatever the deliverable is from a different perspective. It's also important for us to 

integrate self-reflection opportunities for students. So, an opportunity for them to set some goals for 

themselves and revisit them in the middle of the term and then at the end of the term. For us to make 

those connections, or help students make those connections. 

So that they can really think about why they're in this class, why they're in this program, and what some 

of their goals are. Of course, we want to integrate formative feedback opportunities, and these are 

useful for both the instructor and the student. So as far as the student is concerned, providing some 

formative feedback if they've got a large project. Perhaps consider submissions that are set throughout 

the term. Where students can get some formative feedback, so they can make sure that they're on the 

right track and that they don't get to the end of the road and they have fallen completely off the rails.  

It's also important for instructors to get formative feedback, we know that those ends of course surveys 

are very useful and they help plan effective experiences moving forward. However, they don't impact 

the students that provided the feedback. So, if we as instructors, can make sure that we are asking our 



students regularly throughout the term about how things are going, how things can be improved, how 

they are accessing the materials, how they like some of the technology that we've used. Get some 

feedback, so that we can make changes that impact their experience and their learning. At the end of 

the day, feedback is the most important thing in the class. It is the way that all instructors can make the 

biggest impact. Therefore, we want to be sure that we are personalizing it as much as we can. That we 

are making it memorable, that we are making it meaningful, and that we are of course providing 

options.  

  

Finally, we want to consider options when we are communicating with students. In addition to 

feedback, communication with students is also a great area of opportunity for instructors. So, we want 

to be sure that we are providing a variety of communication methods for our students, but we also want 

to be sure that whatever we are using is easy for students to use. We have all learned about death by 

email, so many people are emailing all day long and our inboxes are just inundated with messages. So, 

what we want to do as instructors is have our message stand out a little bit, and there’s an app for that. 

There’s a lot of apps for that. 

So, I know that a lot of the instructors have used Whatsapp and they have used Remind. They've used a 

lot of different apps that students have integrated right into their daily lives because they've got their 

phones with them all the time. They are able to actively engage in the class without having to go into the 

class. They're able to get and receive your message without having to put in a whole lot of effort. It's 

also useful to host virtual office hours all courses also have a virtual office with an EagleVision attached 

to their course. So, you can connect face-to face in real-time, which can be really meaningful for some 

students. 

 



Also, phone calls are sometimes underutilized and underrated. If you can pick up the phone and contact 

a student and make a personal connection, go that extra mile, that can really make a big difference with 

a student. So maybe you're checking in at week three and you've noticed that a student has some 

assignments that are late, and you make a personal phone call, you are communicating how much you 

care. 

How much you want that student to succeed, and that you are part of that support system. Also, you 

can create your own videos really easily, you can embed them in announcements. You can embed them 

in the feedback. You can communicate in a variety of ways and be sure that you are reaching out to 

students in ways that are meaningful and useful for them. 

 

Here's our universal design for learning implementation plan for the second pillar. Multiple means of 

action and expression and in course setup we talked about using a variety of communication methods. 

So phone calls, apps, virtual office hours, for communication with students and we talked about optional 

ungraded assignments in various formats. 

We also talked about choice of submissions if you have that ability within your course. So that students 

are able to submit with different mediums. Then, of course, feedback opportunities, we've talked about 



feedback a lot, we wanna be sure that it is early, often, and varied. 

 

Our third and final pillar is multiple means of engagement. This is related to the effective learning 

network in the brain and it's the why of learning. So again, students differ in so many ways. They differ 

in their motivation for participating in this educational experience. They differ in their preference for 

participation. They may want to actively engage online or they may prefer to be face-to-face. So 

typically, we think about those who are enrolling in our courses as those who desire or who need the 

flexibility, who can't spend a couple of nights a week in class. So we think about the busy mom who's 

seeking a promotion or we think about the airplane pilot who has a fluctuating schedule and then can't 

meet for a class time every week or we think about military personnel who could be deployed. There 

can also be students with disabilities that are in our classrooms, that prohibit them from leaving a 

hospital or a home, so flexible meeting times might not be as important for them. They just want to 

engage in an educational experience. So regardless of the background or motivation or preferences of 

these students, they're all in your online class and so now it's up to you to get them to engage.  



 

Even once we have our students in our classroom, we are still competing for their time and energy. We 

have students who are coming to our classes that have family obligations, that have community 

obligations, that are thinking about work expectations and obligations. We really want to be sure that 

when our students are with us, whether it's synchronously or asynchronously, that they are actively 

engaged. Therefore, your course must meet the needs of students and interest them. We want them to 

be as interested in your content, in your course, as this cat is with this little bug. 

So, in order to gauge interest, we can utilize polls. We can have students create and complete 

reflections. We can open up our online office and have an opportunity to have some face-to-face 

discussions. We can use those ungraded optional discussions as a way to kind of springboard into 

different kind of conversations. Or, maybe conversations that are a little more tailored to the student's 

needs. I would recommend using your roster to keep notes, keep notes about your students. Keep notes 

about their preferences, their motivations, their goals for the class so that you can bring those up and 

use those in your communications with students again to keep them interested, to keep the learning 

authentic. 

In order to keep it authentic, we want to be sure that we are connecting our content and the concepts 

to the student's real life. So, ask them, how does this concept or how does this content apply to your 

real life? Even if it's not exactly tied to the assignment, you can, through your engagement in those 

discussions or through your feedback or through your formative feedback, you can provide that 

guidance and that additional support for students. 



 

Finally, it's important for us to create a sense of community within our online learning experience, 

community is important for everyone. Online learning can feel isolating. A lot of the assignments are 

independent. We are asking students to connect it to their real life, but we also must recognize and 

remind students that they're in this class with a bunch of other people who are going through the same 

thing. 

So, we want to create a safe space, a space where students know that it's okay to engage. Where 

everyone is going to follow the rules of engagement and proper netiquette. It's also a place for inclusion, 

where all students are valued, and all students are learning. We want students to put in a good amount 

of effort. When the community is counting on you, sometimes we step it up. If we can create that sense 

of community and remind students that others are depending on them for group projects or for 

discussions or for good conversations that will lead to bigger impacts in their workplace, we'll see better 

things from students. And so, we can build this community by fostering collaboration, and ensuring that 



students have an opportunity to reflect. 

 

Here is the final pillar in our universal design for learning Implementation chart for engagement and 

learning. Under course set up we talked about gauging interest, we talked about using your roster when 

you're getting information from that introduction to gather some information about students and use 

that to tailor your responses and your communications with students. 

As far as communication with students is concerned, we talked about creating a community and how 

important it is to connect students to each other. So, during those discussions that they're having every 

week you can connect students to each other and say, hey, I noticed you disagreed with this particular 

student. I'd like you to respond to him. Again, just creating that community and reminding students that 

they're not here alone. And for feedback opportunities building in those self-reflection opportunities. 

How is this course meeting your goals that you've set at the beginning? Again, going back to that course 

set up and using your roster to gather that information. 



 

Here is the completed universal design for learning, implementation planning chart. It includes all three 

pillars and the strategies that we've discussed over our last about 30 minutes together. So, a blank 

version of this will be available on the CTLE resource site, under Special Sessions right below where 

you're viewing this video. 

If you have any questions or comments about it, please feel free to contact me, but keep in mind that 

universal design for learning does require planning, it does require some intentionality in order to be 

effective. We want to be sure that all instructors are really thinking about providing educational 

experiences that are inclusive for all learners and we can start with these universal design for learning 

principles. 



 

So, I thank you for taking the time to view this recorded special session. I also encourage you to 

participate in all of our other special sessions. We will have three more in 2017 and then of course 

there's the repository of those that happened in 2016 and hopefully into the future. 

So, if you have any questions please feel free to contact me, my email is of course listed right there. I 

appreciate your time and I look forward to working with you around universal designs for learning 

practices in the future, have a great day. 

 


