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Educators know that a one-size-fits-all 
approach does not work when it comes to 
designing curriculum, instruction, and stu-

dent assessment. Not all children learn the same 
way. Not all children express 
themselves in the same way. 
And, not all children engage 
in learning in the same 
way. Students come to the 

classroom with a variety of needs, skills, talents, 
interests, and learning styles.

For many learners, the typical curriculum is lit-
tered with learning barriers and roadblocks. In 
contrast, a universally designed curriculum is 
responsive to today’s diverse classrooms and 
designed from the outset to meet the needs 
of the greatest number of students. It allows 
teachers to choose from a menu of tools and 
strategies embedded in the curriculum and 
instructional materials.1 

Universal Design and Universal 
Design for Learning

The term “universal design” refers to the move-
ment within architecture and product develop-
ment to create places or things that are accessible 
to as many people as possible, including those 
with disabilities. Curb ramps, video captioning, 
and speakerphones are examples of universal 
design elements that we see every day around us.

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a 
research-based framework and set of principles 
to provide ALL students with equal opportuni-
ties to learn.2 UDL calls for proactive design 
of accessible and usable standards, curricula, 
instructional methods and materials, and assess-
ments.3 By using UDL principles in the general 
education classroom, teachers have the flex-
ibility to create learning situations that are user-
friendly and engaging for all learners. Curriculum 
barriers are reduced; instructional assistance is 
readily available; students gain knowledge, skills, 
and enthusiasm for learning; and their learning 
is validly assessed. 

What are the principles of UDL?

There are three primary principles of UDL:

! Provide multiple and flexible methods of 
presentation to give students with diverse 
learning styles various ways of acquiring 
information and knowledge; 

!  Provide multiple and flexible means of 
expression to provide diverse students with 
alternatives for demonstrating what they 
have learned; 

!  Provide multiple and fl exible means of engage-
ment to tap into diverse learners’ interests, chal-
lenge them appropriately, and motivate them 
to learn. 4

Universal Design for Learning (UDL): Making 
learning accessible and engaging for all students

In today’s dynamic, diverse classrooms, Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 
off ers all educators and students an exciting opportunity to use strategies and 
technologies that bridge the gap in learner skills, interests, and needs. By 
accommodating students’ diff erent learning styles, UDL is able to transform 
instruction into a more engaging, meaningful experience.

         —NEA President Dennis Van Roekel  
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UDL provides access to the general 
education curriculum for all students

Brain research tells us that learning requires 
linking concepts and making meaningful con-
nections and interconnections between new 
information and what is already known.5 Using 
UDL principles to develop standards, curriculum, 
and instructional materials helps to embed flex-
ibility into key aspects of the general education 
curriculum, such as goals, teaching methods, 
instructional materials, and assessments. Stu-
dents are able to link what they know with new 
concepts, connect their interests with classroom 
topics, and express what they have learned in 
meaningful ways. UDL allows ALL learners to use 
their skills and interests to fully engage in the 
learning situation. 

Increasing physical access and eliminating physi-
cal barriers to educational sites is an essential 
step in universal design but genuine learning 
requires much more than physical access—it 
requires cognitive (or intellectual) access too. 

For example, one way to apply the principle 
of multiple means of presentation to instruc-
tional materials is to use a digital text of a novel 
with a built-in array of tools to help the reader 
understand the book. A student who has dif-
ficulty reading printed text can use a text reader 
feature, while a student who needs help with 
reading comprehension can use embedded 
vocabulary definitions, explanations of high-
lighted abstract literary concepts accessed by 
clicking on the highlighted word, foreign lan-
guage translations, or animated coaches that 
assist with answering comprehension questions.

How does UDL fi t with other initiatives 
and strategies? 

UDL is a natural complement to strategies such 
as differentiated instruction that matches instruc-

tional strategies to students’ learning needs.6 
UDL also enhances the impact of initiatives, such 
as inclusive education; response to intervention 
(RTI)7, which provides targeted and intensive 
instruction to struggling students; and P21 proj-
ects that focus on teaching essential language 
arts, mathematics, technology, and behavioral 
skills viewed as 21st century skills. For example, 
instructional materials that include digital texts 
and media resources encourage students to learn 
and use 21st century skills. And, when the cur-
riculum and instructional materials are designed 
from the beginning with UDL principles in mind, 
the need for time consuming adaptations and 
retro-fitting of materials is eliminated.  

Is UDL just for students with 
disabilities?

Absolutely not. UDL was first mentioned in 
regard to making instruction accessible for stu-
dents with disabilities, but it is a format that 
gives ALL students the opportunity to learn. For 
example, video captioning is of great help to 
students with hearing impairments—and also is 
beneficial to students who are learning English, 
students who are struggling readers, students 
with attention deficits, and even students work-
ing in a noisy classroom. 

Using UDL as a framework, general and spe-
cial educators, related service providers, and 
paraprofessionals insure that all students have 
meaningful access to grade level curriculum; 
valid, accurate assessments; and opportunities 
for meaningful participation. 

What legislation calls for the use of UDL?

Universal design is defined in the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act of 2004 (IDEA 
2004) and the Higher Education Act of 2008 
(HEA). IDEA 2004 allows states to use IDEA pro-
fessional development funds for instruction on 
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UDL, while HEA suggests that teacher prepara-
tion programs include information about UDL 
principles in college coursework.

What models or exemplary 
programs exist?

Six local districts in five states (Indiana, Iowa, 
Kentucky, Massachusetts, and Ohio) were iden-
tified by Project Forum as exemplars of UDL 
in practice.8 Instruction materials and strate-
gies include increased use of digital texts and 
resources, assistive technologies (such as smart 
boards and digital cameras), and low-technology 
options (such as highlighters and pencil grips). 
Teachers are encouraged to shift away from a 
one-size-fits-all approach to more creative and 
flexible teaching and learning methods. In addi-
tion to mandated standardized assessments, 
districts use formative assessments, such as port-
folios, and on-going web-based assessments, 
such as Read 180 and AIMS Web. As a result, stu-
dent learning, performance, and engagement 
has improved and high stakes accountability test 
scores have reportedly increased. 

Promoting UDL is everyone’s 
responsibility

NEA helped establish the National Task Force on 
UDL, which advocates for policies promoting the 
availability of universally designed standards, 
curriculum, and instructional strategies. Key 
policy initiatives to promote UDL include:

!  local and state vision statements that address 
accessible learning for all students;

!  state academic standards reflecting UDL 
principles;

!  local school board policies encouraging the 
adoption of UDL principles for curriculum and 
instruction;

!  school leadership champions to foster local 
and district implementation;

!  federal and state funding for professional 
development on UDL;

!  teacher preparation coursework emphasizing 
the application of UDL; 

!  programs to encourage peer coaching/men-
toring on UDL; 

!  incentives to increase the use of UDL 
principles in textbook development;

!  broad-based marketing of UDL as “best 
practice” to benefit all students;

!  funding for upgraded technology infrastruc-
ture and purchase of technological tools;

!  funding for the development of universally 
designed state and local assessments.

In some cases, providing universally designed 
curricula, instruction, and assessment will 
require additional funding. However, there are 
many ways to achieve the principles of UDL by 
repurposing already existing funds, particularly 
for professional preparation and development. 
Using UDL principles can enhance achievement 
for all students. That’s why promoting UDL is 
everyone’s responsibility. 
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