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Universal Design

for Learning and
Meaningful Access to
the Curriculum

Ricki Sabia

ot long ago, the main educational

issue for students with intellectual

disabilities was access to the

schoolhouse. Now these students
are in school but many are not getting
meaningful access to the grade-level
curriculum. The Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) requires that all
students with disabilities have Individualized
Education Programs (IEPs) designed to
enable them to make progress in the general
education curriculum. The No Child Left
Behind Act (NCLB) states that all students
must be educated in accordance with grade-
level state content standards. If your child
takes an alternate assessment on alternate
academic achievement standards, it must be
aligned to grade-level content standards,
although it can be far less complex than the
regular assessment.

The challenge I face as the mother of Stephen, who is a 9th
grader with Down syndrome, is how to ensure that the right to
meaningful access to the curriculum promised by these laws is a
reality in my child’s education. We all know that implementation
is where everything falls apart. In preschool and kindergarten, it
was not difficult to adapt the lessons for Stephen. However, as he
got older and the content in the curriculum became more
difficult, I had to press harder to get the goals, the instructional
materials, the teaching methods and the assessments adapted for
him. I quickly discovered that all the changes we made for him
also benefited many other students in his classes, including
students without IEPs. The teachers didn’t have the time to
customize materials and we didn’t have convenient access to
digital materials in class, so I was constantly searching for videos
or alternate formats of texts (e.g., graphic novels that tell the
same story in a comic strip format) as well as developing my own
materials. I would read every novel the class was assigned and
type up chapter summaries to support Stephen’s comprehension.

A few years ago, when I learned about Universal Design for
Learning (UDL), I realized that I had inadvertently been trying
to implement UDL principles for one child when it needed to be
implemented for all students. The Center for Applied Special
Technology (CAST), the organization that first articulated the
UDL principles, has published many articles and books, as well
as developed digital instructional materials that can be used in
the implementation of UDL. There are also other organizations
that have developed technology and software that can be used in
UDL implementation. Much of the information for this article
came from CAST’s website (www.cast.org) and from
conversations with CAST’s research and professional
development teams.

CAST describes UDL as a framework for education that makes
the curriculum accessible for all students, including students
with intellectual disabilities, by providing cognitive as well as
physical access to the information being taught and the
assessments that measure what has been learned. It mirrors the
universal design movement for architecture and products that
universally designs sidewalks (by adding curb cuts), building
entrances (by providing alternatives to steps) and television (by
adding closed captioning) to accommodate a wide variety of
users, whether or not they have disabilities. In education,
students with disabilities and those without disabilities, especially
English language learners, will benefit from UDL.

The term “Universal” in UDL does not imply that any one
educational method is universal for all students. Instead, it
emphasizes the need for multiple educational approaches that
provide diverse learners with accessible learning opportunities.
To apply UDL in educational settings, it is helpful to have a basic
understanding of how the brain functions in learning situations.

CAST has identified three primary brain networks and the roles
they play in learning (Rose & Meyer, 2002). Recognition
networks help us to gather facts, identify, and categorize what we
see, hear, and read. Identifying letters and recognizing the word
it spells is an example of the recognition network. Strategic
networks help us to plan for, organize and express our ideas.
Writing an essay or solving a math problem are examples of
strategic tasks. Finally, the affective network refers to students’
level of motivation, sense of being challenged, excited, or
interested in the learning experience. The sense of accomplish-
ment a student gets after successfully completing a task is an
example of the affective network.

All of this may sound very complex, but the essence is that all
students, with or without disabilities, use different parts of the
brain in different ways depending on the individual and on the
learning task. As a result, curriculum should be designed from
the beginning to address these differences by implementing the
following three principles:

1) Multiple and flexible methods of presenting information
must be provided so that students can acquire knowledge;
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2) Multiple and flexible means of expression must be provided
so that students can show what they have learned; and

3) Multiple and flexible options for engagement must be
provided to maintain motivation for learning.

A common question is how does UDL relate to differentiated
instruction? UDL supports differentiated instruction by providing
the means to differentiate based on the three brain networks. It
also helps teachers understand how to differentiate using a
combination of traditional and digital materials. One distinction
is that differentiated instruction is often used to address teaching
methods but not goals, instructional materials and assessments.
To fully implement UDL, all four aspects of curriculum design
and delivery must be addressed. It is the district or the State
Department of Education that determines the goals, materials
and assessments for the curriculum. If these were selected or
developed in accordance with the principles of UDL, teachers
would be better able to properly differentiate instruction.

In the case of students
with IEPs, additional
individualization may
still be necessary.
However, the work for
teachers, paraeducators
and parents would be
greatly reduced because
the curriculum would
already be designed to
recognize individual differences and many accommodations
would be built-in for all the students. This is a critically
important aspect of UDL — it recognizes that ALL students
learn differently. Therefore, students with disabilities do not have
to feel that they are the only ones with learning differences.

The best way to explain how UDL works is to contrast the
traditional and UDL approaches to the four components of
curriculum: goals, instructional materials, teaching methods and
assessments. The descriptions of these four components and
some examples come from the CAST website, but many of the
examples reflect strategies I have asked teachers to use in order
to implement UDL principles in my son’s classrooms.

Goals

Traditional instructional goals often specify the means by which
they are to be achieved. For example: students will read one on-line
source and two books on these ten points about World War II and then
will do an oral presentation to the class. When stated this way, some
students will not be able to achieve this goal.

A UDL goal would leave the means to achievement open-ended.
For example: students will learn key facts about WWII and will
demonstrate their mastery of this information. Writing the goal in
this way, offers students the opportunity to demonstrate what
they have learned. If a student has trouble decoding he or she
may skip the print books and use on-line sources with a text to
speech program so the student can hear the text read aloud. If

The best way to explain how UDL works is to
contrast the traditional and UDL approaches

to the four components of curriculum: goals,
instructional materials, teaching methods and
assessments.

the student would have difficulties with an oral presentation
because of a disability or even anxiety or shyness, he or she can
use other ways to demonstrate mastery and share information
with the class. A PowerPoint is one example of a way to present
information even if the student is non-verbal. If the student is
verbal, other non-graded opportunities can be used to help the
student feel more comfortable about speaking in public.

The WWII example mentions “key facts.” Although a single list
of facts to be mastered was not incorporated in the goal, the
district or state’s curriculum guide should allow for
differentiation by providing a list of core and essential facts that
all students must know, a list of additional facts that some
students should be expected to know and a list of facts that a few
students are expected to learn for enrichment. Grading can be
adjusted accordingly. The curriculum guide may also provide
more modified lists of goals for students who are not working
towards a regular diploma.

When discussing goals, it
is important to distinguish
between instructional
goals and IEP goals.
Instructional goals focus
on grade-level content,
whereas IEP goals focus
on the skills needed to
acquire the content
knowledge. IEP goals,
even very functional goals, can be met while working on
instructional goals. For example, advancing the slides on the
PowerPoint presentation can address an IEP goal for using
technology to support communication.

Instructional Materials

Traditional materials are generally textbooks and other printed
materials. A UDL approach would be to use digital versions of
these materials as well videos, audiotapes, graphic novels and
other media to meet the different learning needs in a class. One
major advantage of digital text is that it is highly customizable.
For example, font size and background color can be adjusted to
improve contrast; portions can be copied into another document
to create a simplified summary; a text to speech feature can be
used to help with decoding and comprehension questions can be
added—there are limitless possibilities. Many textbooks already
come with electronic versions on CDs. In addition, software like
Kurzweil 3000 can be used to scan the printed text and create
digital versions of books and other instructional materials. There
are also other very innovative uses of digital text, that provide
information at different levels with built-in comprehension
supports. Products based on CAST’s work, as well as free tools
for creating your own UDL based lessons and materials can be
found at www.cast.org/products/index.html.

Unfortunately, until UDL is fully adopted and implemented the
onus is on the parents to make requests (e.g., digital text) through
the IEP process. An increased use of digital materials will require
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a paradigm shift in terms of how technology is used in most
schools so that more technology is brought into the classroom.
This is the perfect time for such a shift since most districts are
developing technology initiatives to prepare students for employ-
ment in the 21st century. Parents and educators need to advocate
for technology initiatives that consider the principles of UDL.
Teachers, paraeducators and parents will have to spend less time
adapting instructional materials when UDL is implemented.

Teaching Methods

A traditional approach to teaching often involves lecture-style
presentation of information. Students are often divided into work
groups based on their ability level (homogenous groupings).

A UDL approach would involve multiple means of presenting
information to address the various ways students acquire knowl-
edge and to keep the students engaged. For example, the lesson
could include a short video clip and other visual representations
of the concept. In addition, the class could view information
from websites on a large computer screen and books on the topic
(that are appropriate for students at different reading levels) can
be in the classroom as resource materials. In addition, small work
groups could mix students with different ability levels (hetero-
geneous grouping) to take advantage of complementary skills. A
meaningful role for every child can always be developed. A child
might be the media specialist for the group. He or she could go to
the media center and ask for help to find the right materials. If a
child is non-verbal, he or she could use augmentative communi-
cation or bring a request written by the group. The school’s
media specialist could then show the child how to find materials
on a particular topic. This role offers a way to work on IEP goals
about communication and independence and how to use
resources like the library. The curriculum guide or staff devel-
opment trainings could offer suggestions to teachers on how to
maximize the participation of all students in the class activities.

Assessments

Traditional assessments often come from chapter tests provided
by the textbook company. One problem with chapter tests is that
they may not be fully aligned to the instructional goals, thereby
failing to accurately assess the curriculum targets. A second
problem is that the design may present a barrier for some
students to demonstrate their knowledge. For example, word
choices in the development of a test could help or hinder a
student from answering the question. Consider the phrasing of
the following question: “Who assassinated Abraham Lincoln?”
The term assassination may be unfamiliar to some students.
Unless assassination is a vocabulary word that the student is
expected to know, simpler language such as “Who killed
Abraham Lincoln?” may promote better demonstration of the
knowledge being tested.

The UDL approach to testing ensures that the assessments are
aligned to the goals and provide mechanisms for eliminating
barriers. Also, assessment design should consider alternate
means of delivery (e.g., oral tests or an un-timed session),

modification of assessment content (e.g., less complex questions
on less material) and/or different question format (e.g., matching
columns, fill-in-blank with or without word bank).

To improve assessment options available to students, districts
should request that textbook companies publish a few alternate
versions of the chapter tests or the districts should develop these
alternate versions and provide them to the teachers.

Another option is to use online assessments which allows

for customization. Online assessments offer numerous
advantages. For example, if the student has trouble reading, he or
she could listen to the questions and answer choices using a text
to speech program (as long as decoding is not being tested) or
could increase the font or limit the number of questions that
appear at one time. The student could also click on definitions of
words to ensure comprehension of the questions and answer
choices (as long as they are not vocabulary words that are being
tested). In the example above, the student could click on
“assassinate” and find out it means “to kill.” The definition can
also be given in another language for English language learners.
This approach helps the student to understand the question and
reinforces a word that was used in class but is not being tested.

The universal design of goals, instructional materials, teaching
methods and assessments has tremendous potential to improve
the instruction and assessment of all children, but it is especially
important for students with disabilities. It provides a framework
that helps parents and educators understand how these students,
including students with intellectual disabilities, can meaningfully
participate in the grade level curriculum. Turning this vision into
a reality is one of the goals in the legislative agenda developed by
the National Down Syndrome Society (NDSS) National
Governmental Affairs Committee. (NDSS National Legislative
and Policy Priorities, July 2006)

At the federal level NDSS is spearheading the National UDL
Taskforce, which includes TASH and many other national
disability and general education organizations. This taskforce is
advocating for UDL language in the NCLB reauthorization bill
and is working with the U.S. Department of Education to increase
the dissemination of information about UDL. All the organiza-
tions in the coalition, which represent stakeholders such as parents,
teachers, related service providers, principals, and school boards
are also disseminating this information to their members. In
addition, the taskforce recommended UDL language for the
reauthorization of the Higher Education Act. This language
would address the need for teaching colleges to prepare special
and general educators to use UDL teaching methods in K-12
and would also address the need for higher education faculty to
use UDL in their courses. The website for the taskforce, www.
udl4allstudents.com, contains a full list of the members as well as
UDL resources and recommended legislative language.

If you agree that the implementation of UDL is necessary to
provide meaningful access to the curriculum to ALL students,
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you can help the National UDL Taskforce advocate by sharing
your experiences and the need for these changes with your local
and State school boards, your State Department of Education
and your legislators on the State and Federal levels. For more
information about the Center for Applied Special Technology
(CAST), visit www.cast.org or the National UDL Task Force at
www.udl4allstudents.org.

Ricki Sabia is a parent, and the Associate Director of the National
Down Syndrome Society Policy Center. For more information about
this article or about the NDSS, contact Ricki at rsabia@ndss.org
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