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Introduction
Higher education works with a diverse population. All students are welcomed into the
learning community, coming from a variety of backgrounds, creating a diverse learning
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community. While many will move through their learning programmes with ease, others
may encounter difficulties along the way.
Athlone Institute of Technology (AIT) has chosen to use the principles of Universal Design
for Learning (UDL) to underpin the curricula and approach to learning and teaching in the
Institute. Staff who have completed modules within the Post Graduate Diploma of Learning,
Teaching and Assessment with the Learning and Teaching Unit have some knowledge of
UDL, with two elective modules on this programme (Designing the UDL Curriculum;
Implementing the UDL Curriculum) specifically focusing on UDL and its application in the
classroom.
AIT’s Strategic Plan 2019-2023 has committed to the principles of universal design for
learning being “incorporated in new curricula design across all faculties by 2020” (Athlone
Institute of Technology, 2019, p.30).
With funding for a learning enhancement project from the National Forum for Learning and
Teaching Enhancement, this guide and associated resources have been developed to
support all staff understand and apply the principles of UDL to create and deliver a more
inclusive curriculum and approach to learning and teaching.
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Diversity and Inclusion
Educational institutions reflect a diverse population, made up of many groups from within
the community. Higher education serves not only school leavers, but also those who choose
to engage in education and retraining at other times in their life. Globalisation has meant
that international students are able to study abroad. Mature students, students from
different socio-economic backgrounds, distance and online learners, parents of young
children, commuters, and students with disabilities, additional learning needs, and learning
difficulties may also be represented in a learning community, each bringing with them
unique additional learning needs.
Thomas and May (2010) suggest that a diverse community reflects different educational
backgrounds, experiences and approaches to learning, life experiences, personal
characteristics and circumstances, and cultural backgrounds. As a result, the needs of the
community will be wide and varied.
Diversity requires that the education provided must be accessible to any student. The
diverse community means that due care must be taken to develop and deliver a curriculum
that allows for the success of all students in the community. According to Morgan and
Houghton (2011 p.6):
An inclusive curriculum design approach is one that takes into account students’
educational, cultural and social background and experience as well as the presence
of any physical or sensory impairment and their mental well-being. It enables higher
education institutions (HEI) to embed quality enhancement processes that ensure an
anticipatory response to equality in learning and teaching.

An inclusive approach recognises the diversity of the learning group and aims to create a
learning environment that allows all to participate to their fullest, with the chance of
success. This approach is supported by the Equal Status Acts 2000 - 2018 (Irish Human
Rights and Equality Commission, n.d.) which requires any institution enrolling a student to
support them in achieving their academic endeavours.
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An inclusive curriculum and learning environment demands new approaches. This is
recognised in the National Strategy for Higher Education 2030 (Department of Education
and Skills, 2011 p.4) which states “…higher education needs to change over the coming
decades to meet new economic, social and cultural challenges”. An inclusive learning
environment is also in line with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 4 to
“ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning
opportunities for all” (United Nations, n.d.).
One approach that allows the development of an inclusive curriculum is the strategy of
developing curricula and learning and teaching approaches underpinned by the principles of
Universal Design for Learning (UDL).

What is UDL?
In tandem with the growth in the disability rights movement in the US and federal laws
around accessibility, Universal Design originated in the area of architecture. Buildings were
designed which were readily accessible to all members of the public without the need for
special adaptation, removing the need for individual accommodations (Rose et al 2006). This
concept has been transferred to the learning environment, based on the premise that
accessibility can be facilitated in the planning and development of curriculum design,
allowing the needs of a diverse learning group to be met without the requirement of
individual learning adaptations (Rose et al. 2006).

Often, learning experiences are designed as one size fits all, catering to the typical student in
a group. UDL, on the other hand, applies the principles of Universal Design, and aims to
reach many different learners through “the design of products and environments to be
usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or
specialized design” (Center for Universal Design, 2008, cited by UNC Charlotte, n.d.). Put
simply, curriculum design starts with consideration of, and planning for the potential needs
of the student cohort rather than making individual accommodations for students during
the implementation of the course.
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Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a framework applied in education promoting
accessibility to learning for all, creating an inclusive learning environment. While recognising
that learners’ needs are varied, asking a lecturer to support multiple individual needs may
not always be effective or possible. The UDL framework focuses on changing the way a class
is managed and content presented rather than making specific accommodations for
particular learning needs, resulting in effective and inclusive education for all (CAST,2021).
UDL recognises that people approach learning in different ways, and in an inclusive learning
environment it is important to find a way to reach each learner.

Principles of UDL
CAST (2021) have created guidelines for the implementation of UDL based on three main
principles, summarised in Figure 1, that should be considered in creating an inclusive
curriculum.
Multiple Means of Representation
Information and
materials provided by
the lecturer.

Multiple Means of Action and Expression
Ensuring students
are motivatd and
can manage their
own learning.

Opportunities for
students to use
the material and
demonstrate
understanding.

Multiple Means of Engagement

Figure 1: Application of Multiple Means of Representation, Action and Expression, and
Engagement (McMahon & O’Donoghue, unpublished)

Multiple Means of Representation
Learners perceive and comprehend information differently, and to create an inclusive
classroom, it is vital to offer the content of a class in various formats. Central to this
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principle is the need to teach students how to engage with material in a meaningful way
that enhances individual learning. Information can be shared in a number of formats – text,
video, audio and so on. Multiple means of representation will allow students to find optimal
ways to take in the content of the course.

Multiple Means of Action and Expression
Students need to be able to engage with the information to make sense of it, and to
demonstrate their understanding and learning. By encouraging students to use content
material as often as they need to, and in ways that suit them, learning can become more
effective. The lecturer can assist this by modelling ways to interact with the subject, or by
providing scaffolds to support students in developing these skills, for example, a question
guide to accompany course materials such as journal articles or videos.
Students can also manipulate learning resources to find a way that enhances their
interaction with the learning material. For example, a text in MS Word can be changed to a
personally favoured font, text size and spacing, or can be read through text-to-speech app,
making it more accessible to an individual student.
Students may also have preferences for demonstrating their learning. Assessment options
may be possible that appeal to students’ strengths, while still allowing them to demonstrate
achievement of learning outcomes. Some may demonstrate their learning well in a written
assignment, while others may be more confident with a presentation style assessment.
However, students should still be challenged to develop new skills. Providing multiple
means for action and expression will assist students to manage content and express their
learning.

Multiple Means of Engagement
Students have different levels of motivation and respond to different stimuli when engaging
with their studies. As they study, students learn how to manage their workload, becoming
independent and autonomous learners. Recognising that a diverse group responds to
engagement in learning in different ways, and are motivated by different factors means that
a lecturer must consciously include multiple means of engagement to assist their students in
learning.
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Why use UDL?
Application of UDL to curriculum design and learning and teaching approaches will help to
create a more inclusive and accessible learning environment.
Research by Chickering and Gamson (1987) suggests that in higher education, identifying
and respecting the varied talents that students can apply to their learning will contribute to
a stronger learning experience. Supporting students to complete their studies is important.
Changing the pedagogy to include a UDL basis can achieve this as it allows lecturers
“predesign courses to reach all learners as opposed to retro-fitting to meet needs of
some learners” (Eitzen, Kinney and Grillo, 2016, p.59). Course content will be more
accessible, allowing students to interact with the course materials and engage with them as
independent and autonomous learners.

Benefits of UDL
A direct result of a UDL approach is accessibility for all learners, with more student-centred
learning experiences. UDL improves learning opportunities for all students, encouraging
them to become more responsible participants in their learning. By challenging them to
manage their learning, reuse class resources to learn effectively, and at times, to make
choices that best suit them, students will learn in a meaningful way (CAST, 2021).
A UDL approach to curriculum development and classroom practice offers an educational
approach that reaches out to all participants. This promotes greater accessibility to students
who are often marginalised, resulting in more interaction with peers, and greater
engagement with learning (Lowrey, Hollingshead, Howery, & Bishop, 2017). This also
benefits groups such as English as second language (ESL) learners, students with disabilities,
and students with learning difficulties as it allows a more equitable access to learning, and
demonstration of learning in a way that uses their strengths (CAST, 2012).
Lecturers also benefit from a UDL approach to learning. Research (Centre for Teaching and
Mohawk College, 2020) suggests that this approach allows a greater reach to the diverse
student population and development of students as independent learners. By presenting
materials that students can modify themselves to the most accessible format, less time is
spent on individual accommodations for individual students. By encouraging students to
8|Page

revisit materials outside of the classroom as needed, and scaffolding learning to challenge
learners to work independently, lecturers give their students more opportunities to
demonstrate their learning.

Curriculum Design Model
The ADDIE model of instructional design (McGriff, 2000) was selected as a suitable model
for curriculum design based on UDL. This model has five stages – analysis, design, develop,
implement, and evaluate – and is used in cyclical way. Each of these stages contributes to
the application and development of a UDL focused curriculum.
Analysis: Consideration is given to the current status quo of the intended learners,
identifying the needs of the student cohort and naming the learning outcomes.
Design: Focusing on the needs and learning outcomes, content is determined, and a
learning sequence and possible assessment tasks identified. The principles of UDL should be
considered.
Develop: More precise preparation of tools and resources for presenting the content,
activities and learning experiences to encourage students to connect and engage with the
content, and preparation of assessment tasks which reflect the principles of UDL:
•

Multiple means of representation: sharing content though different formats;

•

Multiple means of action and expression: offering ways for students to use the
content to increase their understanding, skills and knowledge;

•

Multiple means of expression: motivating and encouraging the students to be
autonomous learners, using the resources provided as a starting point.

Implement: The programme is implemented with the learners.
Evaluate: The course is reviewed, identifying areas for improvement and making any
changes that might enhance the next iteration of the course (McGriff, 2000).
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Analyse
•Who: students
•What: learning
outcomes

Evaluate
•Revise and
improve

Design
•Content

Implement
•Teach and assess

Develop
•Resources to teach
•Activities to motivate and engage
•Tasks to assess

Figure 2: ADDIE Model correlated to UDL principles (O’Donoghue & McMahon,
unpublished).

This model of instructional design is suitable because of its cyclical nature, and therefore, its
adaptability. It allows the designer to revisit every section, resulting in the most relevant
curriculum design. Each stage has a specific focus, such as types of media to be used, who
will be using the resource, and how it will be used. The formative and ongoing evaluation
that is inherent throughout the process adds value to this model of instructional design.

10 | P a g e

References
Athlone Institute of Technology (AIT) (2019) A Technological University for the Region:
Strategic Plan 2019-2023. Retrieved from
https://www.ait.ie/uploads/downloads/Strategic_Plan_2019_%28small%29.pdf
CAST (2021) The UDL Guidelines. Retrieved from https://udlguidelines.cast.org/
Centre for Teaching & Learning Mohawk College. (2020, November 18). Universal Design for
Learning Information for Educators. Retrieved from Mohawk College:
https://www.mohawkcollege.ca/employees/centre-for-teaching-learning/universaldesign-for-learning/universal-design-for-learning
Chickering, A.W. & Gamson, Z.F. (1991) Seven Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate
Education. AAHE Bulletin . Fall (47) pp. 63-69. Retrieved from
https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.37219914708
Department of Education and Science (2011) National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030
- Report of the Strategy Group. Retrieved from
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/06/National-Strategy-for-Higher-Education2030.pdf
Eitzen, A., Kinney, M.A., & Grillo, K.J. (2016) Changing the Praxis of Retention in Higher
Education: A Plan to TEACH All Learners. Change: The Magazine of Higher Learning,
48:6, 58-66, DOI: 10.1080/00091383.2016.1247584
Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (n.d.) Equal Status Acts. Retrieved from
https://www.ihrec.ie/guides-and-tools/human-rights-and-equality-in-the-provisionof-good-and-services/what-does-the-law-say/equal-status-acts/
Lowrey, K. A., Hollingshead, A., Howery, K., & Bishop, J. B. (2017). More Than One Way:
Stories of UDL and Inclusive Classrooms. Research and Practice for Persons with
Severe Disabilities, 42(4), 225-242. Retrieved from
http://www.cynthiaokolo.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Lowrey-more-thanone-way-UDL.pdf

11 | P a g e

McGriff, S. (2000) Instructional System Design (ISD): Using the ADDIE Model. Retrieved from
https://www.lib.purdue.edu/sites/default/files/directory/butler38/ADDIE.pdf
McMahon, M. & O’Donoghue, C. (2018) Application of Multiple Means of Representation,
Action and Expression, and Engagement. Unpublished manuscript. Athlone Institute
of Technology, Ireland.
Meyer, A., Rose, D.H., & Gordon, D. (2014) Universal Design for Learning: Theory and
Practice. Wakefield MA: CAST Retrieved from
http://udltheorypractice.cast.org/login?-1.IFormSubmitListener-loginFormformBorder-postback
Morgan, H. & Houghton, A. (2011) Inclusive Curriculum Design in Higher Education:
Considerations for Effective Practice Across and Within Subject Areas. Higher
Edcuation Academy, UK. Retrieved from
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/sites/default/files/resources/introduction_and_over
view.pdf
O’Donoghue, C. & McMahon, M. (2020) ADDIE Model Correlated to UDL Principles.
Unpublished manuscript. Athlone Institute of Technology, Ireland.
Rose, D.H., Harbour, W.S., Johnstone, C.S., Daley, S.G. and Abarbanell, L. (2006) Universal
Design for Learning in Postsecondary Education: Reflections on Principles and their
Application. Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 19 (2) pp.135-151.
Retrieved from https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ844630.pdf
Thomas, L. & May, H. (2010) Inclusive Learning and Teaching in Higher Education. Retrieved
from https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/inclusive-learning-andteaching-higher-education
United Nations (n.d.) Sustainable Development Goals. Retrieved from
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/education/
UNC Charlotte (n.d.) Universal Design. Retrieved from
https://teaching.uncc.edu/services-programs/teaching-guides/online-and-blendedcourses/universal-design
12 | P a g e

Staff Resources
UDL Curriculum Explainer: Staff
Start with
learning goals

Make these accessible to widest group of learners by considering:
• Multiple representation - what you use to teach
• Multiple action & expression - how students use the materials to
study and demonstrate what they have learned
• Multiple engagement - how students are motivated to learn

What
Representation How will you share
information?

How
• Use different
means to provide
content:
readings, graphics,
digital content
access, variety of
media.

Action and
Expression

•

What will your
students do with your
content?

•

Engagement

Find ways to motivate
and help students
engage with learning

•

Allow students to
demonstrate what
they have learnt
using their
strengths and
preferences.
Encourage
students to
manage content
materials to suit
own preferences
and needs and so
enhance learning.

Examples
o Use written, audio,
visual materials.
o Create screen
casts.
o Add items to
Moodle in advance
of class.
o Remind students
to access class
materials.
o Change
background and
font of word docs.
o Allow use of
different
assessment forms.
o Remind students
to view parts of
content they need
to explore via class
materials.

o Use an assignment
Allow students to
calendar.
select a learning
activity that utilises o Add content to
Moodle course
their strengths.
calendar.
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•
•
•

Employ active
learning.
Use authentic
assessments.
Scaffold
management of
learning tasks e.g.
assessment
timetables.

o Provide rubrics.
o Use scaffolding
tools for
assignments.
o Use draft and
feedback
o Explore possibility
of using alternative
assessment
methods.
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Module Manager UDL guidelines

Brief Description

Learning
outcomes
Teaching
strategies

Learning
strategies

Assessment
strategies

Identify what the
students will achieve by
the end of the module.
Identify how you will
present and share the
information with the
students.

Identify what the
students will do as part
of their learning independently, as a
group or in a class
situation.
Identify how you will
determine that the
learning outcomes have
been met:

Multiple Means
of
Representation

Multiple Means
of Engagement

Multiple Means
of Action &
Expression

Are LOs written in clear and
accessible language?

√

√

Questions

√

√

√

√

√

Are you able to use a variety of
strategies to reach all students?
Have you identified ways that
assist students become
independent learners in your
subject?
Can you include active learning
strategies?
Can you include group work?
Can you use Turning
Technologies/interactive tools to
promote student engagement?
Are assessment opportunities built
in throughout the module?
Have you considered the
assessment schedule for the
programme?
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•

Repeat
assessments

Indicative
syllabus
Coursework
assessments

Workload

Formative –
providing feedback
to support further
learning;
• Summative –
providing a final
mark.
Identify strategies that
will apply if students are
required to resubmit an
assessment.
Outline the main content
that will be covered in
the module.
Identify types of
assessment that will be
applied.

Identify amount of time
for
• Face to face
teaching;
• Independent
learning.

Have you considered providing
options for types of assessments
for students to choose from?

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

Can you offer assessment choices
aligned to the learning outcomes?
Have you considered different
ways students can demonstrate
learning outcomes have been met?
Have you advised students how
much time per week they should
spend in independent study?
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Required
Reading

Recommended
reading

Identify material that
students are required to
access as part of their
own learning.
Identify resources that
students can access as
part of their own
learning.

√

√

√

√

√

√

Have you included resources in
formats other than printed matter
in the list?
Are the resources reflective of
inclusiveness and diversity?
Are there a variety of
resources/formats listed for the
students to select from?
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Staff Guidelines for creating UDL accessible documents
Guidelines for creating UDL Word Documents

Background

Dark print on a light background.
Some readers may prefer a particular colour paper to enhance
readability.

Electronic

Readers can use navigation pane to enlarge text.

accessibility

Readers can apply speech to text tools.
Hyperlinks allow the reader to use the navigation pane to skip to
relevant sections.

Font

Use a sans serif font (e.g. Arial, Calibri).
General text: use 12 plain.
Headings: use 12 bold.
Footnotes: use 10 or 11 plain.
Left align all text.
Add page number on bottom right.

Spacing

Use line spacing of 1.5.

Emphasis

Use BOLD.

Organisation

Use simple English.
Use the Readability Statistics and Accessibility Checker in Word
to check that your document is easy to read.
Use hyperlinks to connect to information within the text.

Images

Add alt text to describe any images/table/graphs.
Resize and crop images to focus on required information.
Use simple tables with headers on all columns.

Further information: http://jisctechdis.ac.uk/techdis/resources/word
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Guidelines for creating UDL Word Documents (Graphic Form)
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Guidelines for creating a UDL PowerPoint presentation

Background

Choose a light pastel background and use a dark font.
In some cases, a light font on a dark background is also effective.
Avoid multiple images that clutter slides or block text.

Font

Use a sans serif font (e.g. Arial, Calibri, Microsoft Sans Serif).
General text: use size 24 minimum.
Headings: use size 36.
Left align all text.
Restrict font styles to two or three only.

Spacing

Use line spacing of 1.5.

Emphasis

Use BOLD.
Use images and graphics to support learners.
Limit use of animation.

Organisation

Add a title to each slide.
Use bullet points/numbering rather than sentences.
Add a punctuation mark at the end of each point.
Limit the number of points per slide: 5 – 7 is optimal.
Ensure lines are not too long.
Use simple tables with named header columns.

Videos and images

Add sub titles or closed captions.
Add alt text to any images.

Further information: https://support.office.com/en-gb/article/Make-your-PowerPointpresentations-accessible-to-people-with-disabilities-6f7772b2-2f33-4bd2-8ca7-dae3b2b3ef25
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Guidelines for creating a UDL PowerPoint presentation (Graphic Form)
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Guidelines for creating a UDL VLE

Background

Explore the accessibility tools which give limited changes to font and
background colour.

Font

Choose the larger font size if appropriate.
Use the heading structures on the page.

Organisation

Create a logical structure to your page.
Use suitable headings for each section.
Consider using collapsed topics or a grid layout so page is not
crowded with text.

Content

Upload materials in multiple formats.
Incorporate different sources of information (video, audio as well as
journal articles etc.).

Media files

Add alt text for images at the point of image upload to the virtual
media library.
Make text transcripts for audio content available as links where you
have audio content.
Use captions for video content.

Time Management Make use of the calendar to encourage students to manage their
learning.
Use Blocks

Add blocks to your page to assist students easily link to important
webpages and information.

Further information: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/isd/services/websites-apps/creating-accessiblecontent/websites-wikis-and-blogs
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Guidelines for creating a UDL VLE (Graphic Form)
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Infographics
Multiple Means of Representation
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Multiple Means of Action and Expression
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Multiple Means of Engagement
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Student Resources
Student Planning Sheet
AIT Students Union focused on supporting students to develop engagement. To achieve this,
they developed an assignment planner sheet for students to use to create their own
assessment calendar. This involves the students entering details for their own study pattern,
thus promoting responsibility for their own time management and assignment completion
plan, an important element of multiple means of engagement.
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Student Guidelines for creating UDL accessible documents

Guidelines for students: UDL Word Documents
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Guidelines for students: UDL PowerPoints
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