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Chapter learning outcomes 
After completing this chapter, you will be able to: 

 Understand the concept of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) in relation to Universal 
Design. 

 Explore the principles and guidelines of UDL and how they can inform decisions on how 
to vary curriculum and instruction for differing learners.

 Recognise the three different ways that UDL can be understood: mindset, curriculum 
design framework, and theory 

Preparatory activities

READ: UDL and connected laws, theories and frameworks

Author: Elizabeth Dalton
Year: 2019
Estimated reading time: 90 minutes
File size: 383 KB

REFLECTION

Estimated time: 30 minutes

Reflect on the laws, theories, and frameworks relating to UDL, as 
discussed in the first preparatory reading “UDL and Connected Laws, 
Theories and Frameworks”. Write a short (no more than 500 words – one 
page) statement about the laws, theories and/or frameworks that you are 
aware of, are relevant to you, or that you have worked with, that you want 
to keep in mind as you learn more about UDL.

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780429435515-1/udl-connected-laws-theories-frameworks-elizabeth-dalton
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780429435515-1/udl-connected-laws-theories-frameworks-elizabeth-dalton
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WATCH: Universal Design for Learning: UDL at a glance

Creator: College STAR
Date: 2018
Duration: 6 minutes

REFLECTION

Estimated time: 15 minutes

After you watch the video, using your own words, write a short explanation 
of UDL – what it is and why it is important – something that you would 
want to share with your colleagues and students to introduce UDL.

Introduction
In this chapter, we have the opportunity to learn what is meant by UDL and how an 
understanding of UDL can help you to make learning environments accessible to all students 
so that they can more fully participate and be successful in learning. We consider the basic 
core principles of UDL, the scope and purpose of the UDL guidelines and checkpoints, and 
how these can impact the accessibility of instruction. We also consider three different ways 
of thinking about UDL – as a mindset, as a curriculum design framework, and as a theory of 
instructional design.

What is meant by UDL?
UDL is an approach for designing and developing instruction to reach the widest possible 
range of learners with differing needs within the same classroom or instructional setting 
through one comprehensive instructional plan that imbeds variation. As you will see, this type 
of approach, when used effectively, offers a practical means for moving us closer toward the 
achievement of truly inclusive education in our schools and elsewhere. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U1B6yQXsr0c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U1B6yQXsr0c
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When we deconstruct the term, UDL’s true purpose is revealed. “Universal” means “including 
or covering all” (Merriam-Webster); “design” means “to create or construct according to 
plan” (Merriam-Webster); and “learning” means “the acquisition of knowledge or skills 
through experience, study, or by being taught” (Oxford Dictionary). Therefore, UDL should be 
understood as the process by which skills and knowledge are acquired according to a 
plan that is created to include or cover all students. 

UDL as a mindset
One of the reasons that it is possible to think of UDL in this way is because, while it is true 
that every learner is different from the next learner, the ways in which these differences can be 
understood and then planned for are actually systematic in nature. This concept of “systematic 
variability” is at the heart of the UDL approach and it allows us to develop a different mindset 
about what is possible for learners and how we can help them to achieve these possibilities.

CAST defines systematic variability in their landmark text, Universal Design for Learning: 
Theory and Practice by Meyer, Rose, & Gordon (2014): 

“Learners are highly variable, but that variation is not chaotic. Of course, each 
learner is unique; but learners share common, predictable patterns of variability 
that are useful to consider when designing learning environments.” (p. 29)

It was at CAST in Massachusetts, USA, that the UDL approach was first conceptualised and 
later operationalised. In the early 1990s, the staff of CAST had been working with children 
with varying types and degrees of disabilities and differing needs, trying to find different ways 
to support these different learners through the creative use of various technologies. As they 
worked toward this goal, the staff began to realise that it was not the students that were 
disabled, it was the environment that was disabled. 

The children all had different learning capabilities and learning challenges, but when 
appropriate adjustments were made to the learning environment, materials and instruction, 
they could learn successfully. The staff also observed that these adjustments followed various 
patterns, and that the patterns of adjustment and variation could be defined, planned for and 
followed in order to develop learning environments in which all of the students can benefit 
from the instruction and all can demonstrate what has been learned in differing ways. This 
realisation of what is now known as “systematic variability” led to the development of the three 
core guiding principles of UDL: multiple means of representation; multiple means of action and 
expression; and multiple means of engagement. 

https://publishing.cast.org/catalog/books-products/universal-design-for-learning-meyer-rose-gordon
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As CAST sought solutions for how they might “fix” learning environments to be more 
useful and accessible for learners who learned in different ways, they turned to the field of 
neuroscience, which focuses on the science of how the brain functions, and more specifically 
how the brain learns. They were also aware of the earlier concept of Universal Design (Mace et 
al., 1996), which had a set of principles to follow in order to make physical spaces usable and 
accessible for all who wanted to use them. 

By blending ideas from neuroscientific research with the concept of “universality”, CAST 
developed an innovative mindset, a belief in the possibility of achieving such universality in 
not only physical environments, but also in learning environments. Studies from neuroscience 
revealed that different parts of the brain were responsible for different components of the 
learning process. CAST focused on three specific areas of the learning process as being 
uniquely important: the process of recognition of information; the process of analysing, making 
sense, and responding to information; and the process of connecting with and being motivated 
by the information. 

From their analysis of the research and the conclusions they drew, CAST eveloped the three 
core UDL principles referenced earlier, which supported their universal learning mindset. Since 
that time, CAST has been working to expand and infuse this universal learning mindset within 
all aspects of education.

UDL as a curriculum design framework
Let’s talk now about UDL thorough a different lens – as a curriculum design framework. Once 
the UDL principles were developed, it became clear that more would be needed for the field 
of education to be able to understand the full potential of UDL as a new mindset for achieving 
inclusive education. CAST dug deeper into neuroscientific research and also considered other 
existing ideas and approaches on education that relate to inclusion. Many of these related 
these ideas and approaches are presented in Figure 1 (Dalton, 2016). 
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Figure 1: UDL-related ideas and approaches (Adapted from: Dalton, 2016)

By consulting neuroscientific research and considering the varied approaches relating to 
concepts of inclusion and inclusive education for all learners (just some of which are included 
in Figure 1), CAST went on to develop the UDL guidelines and associated checkpoints within 
each guideline to help clarify the key components of each principle and how educators could 
use these concepts to design curriculum that integrated systematic variation and supported all 
learners. 

The UDL guidelines have gone through several versions over the years. The graphic organiser 
for the latest CAST iteration of the Universal Design for Learning Guidelines, Version 2.2 (CAST, 
2018) is shown in Figure 2. The UDL principles are displayed across the top, and the three 
guidelines associated with that principle are shown in the column below the principle. You 
will also see that there are checkpoints listed within each of the nine UDL guidelines. These 
checkpoints offer explanation of what should be considered for use in designing instruction 
in order to implement that specific guideline. As you can see, there is a great amount of detail 

UDL

• Differentiated Instruction (Tomlinson)
• Multisensory Instruction (Fernald)
• Multiple Intelligences (Gardner)
• Taxonomy of Learning (Bloom)
• Reasonable Accommodations (Sec. 504, R.Act)
• General Curriculum Access (IDEA, 1997)
• Mastery Learning (B. Bloom)
• Understanding by Design (Wiggins & McTighe)

UDL can help to implement ALL 
of these approaches and ideas

https://udlguidelines.cast.org/
https://udlguidelines.cast.org/
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involved in the UDL guidelines. This graphic may be difficult for you to read or to access, as 
some of the print is necessarily quite small in order to fit in all of the necessary information. 
Don’t be discouraged – there is a tremendous amount of information about the principles, the 
guidelines and the checkpoints available on the CAST website. Here you can find interactive 
materials that provide in-depth and accessible content about the UDL guidelines and many 
other UDL-related resources. 

The Universal Design for Learning Guidelines 

udlguidelines.cast.org | © CAST, Inc. 2018  |  Suggested Citation: CAST (2018). Universal design for learning guidelines version 2.2 [graphic organizer]. Wakefield, MA: Author.

Provide multiple means of

Engagement

Affective Networks
The “WHY” of Learning

Provide options for
Recruiting Interest (7)

Optimize individual choice and autonomy (7.1) 

Optimize relevance, value, and authenticity (7.2) 

Minimize threats and distractions (7.3) 

Provide options for
Sustaining Effort & Persistence (8)

Heighten salience of goals and objectives (8.1) 

Vary demands and resources to optimize challenge (8.2) 

Foster collaboration and community (8.3) 

Increase mastery-oriented feedback (8.4) 

Provide options for
Self Regulation (9)

Promote expectations and beliefs that 

optimize motivation (9.1) 

Facilitate personal coping skills and strategies (9.2) 

Develop self-assessment and reflection (9.3) 

Provide multiple means of

Representation

Recognition Networks
The “WHAT” of Learning

Provide options for
Perception (1)

Offer ways of customizing the display of information (1.1) 

Offer alternatives for auditory information (1.2) 

Offer alternatives for visual information (1.3) 

Provide options for
Language & Symbols (2)

Clarify vocabulary and symbols (2.1) 

Clarify syntax and structure (2.2) 

Support decoding of text, mathematical notation, 

and symbols (2.3) 

Promote understanding across languages (2.4) 

Illustrate through multiple media (2.5) 

Provide options for
Comprehension (3)

Activate or supply background knowledge (3.1) 

Highlight patterns, critical features, big ideas, 

and relationships (3.2) 

Guide information processing and visualization (3.3) 

Maximize transfer and generalization (3.4) 

Provide multiple means of

Action & Expression

Strategic Networks
The “HOW” of Learning

Provide options for
Physical Action (4)

Vary the methods for response and navigation (4.1) 

Optimize access to tools and assistive technologies (4.2) 

Provide options for
Expression & Communication (5)

Use multiple media for communication (5.1) 

Use multiple tools for construction and composition (5.2) 

Build fluencies with graduated levels of support for 

practice and performance (5.3) 

Provide options for
Executive Functions (6)

Guide appropriate goal-setting (6.1) 

Support planning and strategy development (6.2) 

Facilitate managing information and resources (6.3) 

Enhance capacity for monitoring progress (6.4) 
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Expert learners who are...

Purposeful & Motivated Resourceful & Knowledgeable Strategic & Goal-Directed

Figure 2: Universal Design for Learning Guidelines Graphic Organizer, Version 2.2 (Source: 
CAST, 2018)

In Chapter 12, we will discuss how these UDL principles, guidelines and checkpoints can be 
applied in practice to expand the opportunities of inclusive education to all learners.

https://udlguidelines.cast.org/
https://udlguidelines.cast.org/binaries/content/assets/udlguidelines/udlg-v2-2/udlg_graphicorganizer_v2-2_numbers-no.pdf
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UDL as a theory of instructional design
The third way of thinking about UDL is as a theory of instructional design. This author, along 
with several colleagues, has been exploring the potential role of UDL as an actual theory in 
the area of education known as instructional design. Other professionals have as a theory 
of inclusive practice in educational psychology (Sewell et. al., 2022). We argue in Gronseth, 
Stefaniak and Dalton (2021) that: 

“[O]ver the past 30 years, UDL has ‘matured’ from solely a curriculum design 
framework to now articulating key components characteristic of instructional-
design theories” (p. 1) [such as in the widely recognised ID theories of Gagné 
(1965) and Reigeluth (1983)].  

And

“Based on our study of Reigeluth’s (1999) characteristics of instructional-design 
theories, we conclude that UDL indeed fulfills these characteristics by addressing 
method variables such as instructional strategies, instructional platforms, and 
learning affordances as well as situational variables that comprise desired learning 
outcomes and instructional conditions.” (p. 4)

We believe that the importance of positioning UDL as an instructional design theory elevates 
its position within education as a whole, and this will make it much easier for leaders of 
educational systems around the world to embed UDL as a comprehensive means to achieve 
the implementation of inclusive education. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines theory 
as “a plausible or scientifically acceptable general principle or body of principles offered to 
explain phenomena”. Educational researchers rely on theories to organise information, explain 
events and make predictions. While UDL is widely accepted as a framework to follow to 
reduce educational barriers and to develop instruction that effectively includes the wide range 
of learners in today’s classrooms, elevating UDL as an instructional design theory can lead 
to greater systemic changes across educational environments. Educational leaders rely on 
researchers to provide them with evidence prior to these leaders supporting any movement 
toward comprehensive systems change (which expansion of inclusive education calls for). 
When UDL can be accepted as a theory of how education can and should be designed, it 
will have the potential to begin a global movement toward meaningful inclusion and inclusive 
education for all.

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02667363.2022.2111677
https://edtechbooks.org/theory_comp_2021/maturation_UDL_gronseth_stefaniak_dalton
https://dl.icdst.org/pdfs/files1/b5bc043c2c462ac73df47a3151266915.pdf
https://www.routledge.com/Instructional-Design-Theories-and-Models-An-Overview-of-Their-Current-Status/Reigeluth/p/book/9780898592757
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Conclusion
UDL has been in existence for approximately 30 years, with its roots initiating from the work 
of the staff at CAST. Their desire to support the learning of all students, largely through the 
powers of technology, as well as their belief in Universal Design, leveraged the development 
of the concept of UDL and later of the UDL curriculum design framework. The principles of 
UDL, however, go far beyond the use of technology to create universally designed learning 
environments. 

UDL principles embrace the importance of accessing the full scope of variation in materials, 
instructional strategies and assessment – whether they are high-tech, low-tech or no-tech – to 
offer guidance for developing educational learning environments that are not only accessible 
for all learners, but also offer varied means to build on and internalise learning. The ultimate 
goal of UDL is to support the development of motivated, knowledgeable and goal-directed 
learners by reducing barriers to learning through systematic variation that is embedded in the 
curriculum from the start. UDL is sometimes referred to as a “front-loaded” instructional design 
model, since the many variations are built directly into the plan of instruction from the start, 
rather than needing to “retro-fit” a curriculum when needs or learning problems arise. UDL 
therefore supports the natural variation of learning within every classroom. In this way, UDL is 
leading efforts around the world to achieve an inclusive education for all.

Before moving on to the next chapter, you may like to engage with this practice activity 
designed to help you begin to connect the framework and guidelines of UDL with your own 
practice. Take some time and give it a try!
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ACTIVITY

Estimated time: 45 minutes

Read: Universal design for learning guidelines version 2.2 [graphic 
organizer]

Author: CAST
Year: 2018
Estimated reading time: 10 minutes
File size: 434 KB

Universal design for learning guidelines version 2.2 [graphic organizer] 
(CAST, 2018) is organised into three different categories of detail – the 
first category is the three core principles. The second is the guidelines 
associated with each principle. The third is the various checkpoints 
included in each of the nine guideline areas. Think about this organisation 
and how it can help you to think about diversifying your curriculum and 
instruction. While this organiser can be understood vertically, it also has 
an important horizontal organisation in rows. These rows show different 
developmental levels at which UDL can, and should be, implemented. 
They are: Access, Build and Internalise.

Think of a lesson or a teaching activity that you have done recently or that 
you have an interest in doing. Consider the three levels of UDL described 
above and shown on your UDL graphic organiser. Develop a table (by 
computer or by hand) that gives the name of the teaching activity and a 
brief description. Below, make three columns, labelled: Access, Build and 
Internalise. As you think about your lesson, in each column, provide an 
example of an idea you have to help students to:

1. Gain access to the lesson.
2. Build upon their initial learning to grow their understanding.
3. Start to internalise this knowledge to become more independent and to 

be able to apply it themselves in new ways.

Share your chart in one of three ways: as a digital document, as a scanned 
document, or by taking a picture of it to share with others for discussion.

https://udlguidelines.cast.org/binaries/content/assets/udlguidelines/udlg-v2-2/udlg_graphicorganizer_v2-2_numbers-no.pdf
https://udlguidelines.cast.org/binaries/content/assets/udlguidelines/udlg-v2-2/udlg_graphicorganizer_v2-2_numbers-no.pdf
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