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[bookmark: _Course_Design_Three-column][bookmark: _Toc222897046]Welcome to the CTSI Universal Design for Learning Foundations (UDLF)

[bookmark: _Toc222897047]Hello and Welcome

The CTSI Universal Design for Learning Foundations (UDLF) is a self-paced, asynchronous learning program designed for University of Toronto (U of T) instructors who want to enhance the accessibility, inclusion, and usability of their teaching. This resource supports you in developing a U Design Learning Action Plan tailored to your teaching contexts.

UDLF offers ideas and examples you can explore at your own pace. Treat the detailed sections as resources to dip into rather than readings to complete. Move through the content in the way that works for you, and return to what's most relevant when you need it.

[bookmark: _Toc222897048]Try One Thing

Throughout UDLF, you are invited to try one thing—a small, intentional change that becomes your ongoing design challenge. Small changes toward Universal Design for Learning can have a lasting impact on your learners and on you.

Every module ends with an invitation to test a small, concrete change, always checking:
· What barriers am I reducing or creating?
· How am I welcoming learner variability?
· Does my design align with my values, goals, and outcomes?


[bookmark: _Toc222897049]Enrol in UDLF

UDLF is a public resource available to anyone interested in strengthening their teaching practice. U of T instructors may enrol in UDLF to add the program directly to their Quercus dashboard and use built-in accessibility features such as Microsoft Immersive Reader, which allows you to listen to page content, adjust text display (font, spacing, and colour), and personalize your reading experience to suit your preferences.

For technical assistance or accommodation requests related to the UDLF self-paced learning program, please contact q.help@utoronto.ca.

Self-enrol in UDLF


[bookmark: _Toc222897050]About the Universal Design for Learning Foundations (UDLF)

The UDLF self-paced learning program consists of four modules that guide you through clarifying your values, learning about your students, identifying a pinch point, and applying UDL strategies to design or redesign with purpose. The modules introduce the core ideas of UDL and show how to apply them in everyday teaching contexts at U of T. Designed to model UDL itself—flexible, usable, and iterative—UDLF offers multiple entry points and practical strategies you can test right away as you develop your U Design Learning Action Plan. Each module takes approximately 60 to 90 minutes to complete, though you are welcome to move at your own pace.

Watch or listen to the one-minute navigation video (opens in a new tab) to learn how to navigate this self-paced learning program, hosted in Quercus. Use the triangle play icons or module links below to access each module. You can complete the modules sequentially or jump directly to topics of interest. To view a full list of module pages, select the "Modules" link from the Course Navigation Menu on the left.

▶️ Module 1: Why Are You Here? What Are You (Re)Designing?
Discover Universal Design for Learning (UDL), clarify your values, explore learner variability, and identify a course pinch point to redesign

▶️ Module 2: Designing Dimensions: Methods, Materials, Environments
Examine how design choices shape learner experience and how small shifts can reduce barriers

▶️ Module 3: Designing Scaffolds: Access, Support, Executive Function
Explore scaffolds that welcome entry, sustain motivation, and build long-term strategies

▶️ Module 4: UDL Guidelines 3.0 as a Design Menu
Reframe the UDL Guidelines 3.0 as a flexible menu—not a checklist—to inspire plus-one/minus-one redesigns

▶️ Beyond UDLF
Access teaching supports, explore programming opportunities, and share your feedback on the UDLF self-paced learning program

[bookmark: _Toc222897051]⏸️ Pause for Planning: Your U Design Learning Action Plan

As you move through UDLF, you'll engage with activities and reflection prompts that build your U Design Learning Action Plan.

Download the U Design Learning Action Planner docx and keep it handy as you work through the modules. By the end, you'll have a living Action Plan—a resource you can carry forward into your course design, assessment, and teaching dossier.

Prefer an offline version of the program for reflection or future reference? Download the UDLF Content Reader PDF, a consolidated and accessible copy of all module content.


[bookmark: _Toc222897052]1. Why Are You Here? What Are You (Re)Designing?

[bookmark: _Toc222897053]1.1 Introducing Module 1

[bookmark: _Toc222897054]Welcome

Welcome to Module 1: Why Are You Here? What Are You (Re)Designing?

This first module introduces Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and sets the foundation for your work in this program. You'll explore what UDL means in your own teaching context, clarify your values, reflect on your learners' needs, and identify a specific course pinch point—one element you want to design or redesign for greater accessibility, inclusion, and usability.

Designing with UDL can help reduce recurring friction in your courses, clarify expectations for students, and support learner success without requiring a full course overhaul. Even small, intentional shifts can improve engagement, access, and sustainability in your teaching practice.

Beginning with what matters most to you ensures your U Design Learning Action Plan is grounded in your own teaching context and priorities.

Learning Outcomes

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

· Identify and articulate your teaching values, goals, and outcomes;
· Recognize and describe key learner needs, sources of variability, and challenges; and
· Select and define a course element or potential pinch point to focus on for proactive design or iterative redesign.

Throughout the program, you will also be invited to try one thing—a small but meaningful change. Even a single adjustment can reduce barriers and support learner success, especially when guided by three reflection questions:

· What barriers am I reducing or creating?
· How am I welcoming learner variability?
· Does my design align with my values, goals, and outcomes?


[bookmark: _Toc222897055]Module 1 Pages

This module consists of six pages. Use the "Next" and "Previous" buttons at the bottom of the page to navigate through the content.

· 1.1 Introducing Module 1 (you are here)
· 1.2 What is UDL? Why U Design Learning?
· 1.3 Values, Goals, and Outcomes
· 1.4 Learning About Your Learners
· 1.5 Pinch Point to Possibilities: Introducing Plus- or Minus-One
· 1.6 Module 1 References and Resources


[bookmark: _Toc222897056]1.2 What is UDL? Why U Design Learning?

On this page:

· Audio Framing 🎧 What Is UDL?
· What is UDL?
· Accessibility + Inclusion + Usability
· UDL and Academic Accommodations
· Different Approaches to UDL
· Why UDL? Evidence in Practice
· Circles of Control, Influence, and Concern
· The U = You
· Essential Learning Outcomes and Flexible Means


[bookmark: _Toc222897057]Audio Framing 🎧 What Is UDL?

Listen to a 90-second audio framing that highlights what UDL is and how it connects to your teaching context.

Transcript

When we talk about Universal Design for Learning, or UDL, it can sometimes sound bigger than it needs to be.

At its core, UDL is simply a way of thinking about variability as the norm. Instead of designing for an "average" student and then adjusting afterward, UDL invites us to design with difference in mind from the beginning.

It's not about lowering standards. And it's not about creating entirely different courses for every learner. Essential learning outcomes remain steady. What shifts are the pathway—the ways learners engage with content, make sense of ideas, and demonstrate what they know.

UDL is proactive rather than reactive. It asks: Where might barriers appear? And what small design decisions could reduce those barriers before students encounter them? At the same time, UDL is responsive. It evolves through conversations with learners, reflections, and iterative refinements over time.

You don't need to redesign everything at once. In fact, this program is built on the idea that small, intentional adjustments—a Plus-One or a Minus-One—can meaningfully improve learning over time.

As you move through the modules, keep this in mind: UDL is not a checklist. It's an iterative design mindset. Start with one pinch point. Try one small shift. Notice what happens. Then refine.

That's UDL in practice.


[bookmark: _Toc222897058]What is UDL?

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is:

· A proactive intentional approach that
· Reduces learning barriers and
· Welcomes learner variability.

CAST, the Center for Applied Special Technology, defines UDL more formally as "an educational framework based on research in the learning sciences that guides the development of flexible and accessible methods, materials and environments that embrace variability, minimize barriers, and develop learner agency for all" (2024). UDL is grounded in disability advocacy and inclusive design research. While it benefits all learners, it emerged in response to the recognition that traditional course structures have often excluded students with disabilities and relied on retroactive accommodations rather than proactive access.

UDL builds on the original concept of universal design in architecture, where spaces are designed to be usable by the widest range of people without the need for adaptation (Center for Universal Design, 1997). Features like curb cuts, automatic doors, and lever handles were first developed to improve accessibility for people with disabilities, but quickly proved beneficial for everyone. UDL applies this same principle to teaching and learning: when we design with variability in mind, we create environments that work better for all.

Introducing Our Three Approaches to UDL

When most people encounter UDL, they think first of the UDL Guidelines, now in version 3.0 (updated in 2024) and developed by CAST. The Guidelines provide a structured way to reduce barriers and support learning across three principles: engagement, representation, and action and expression.

At CTSI, we found that many instructors and staff wanted more scaffolding to connect the CAST UDL Guidelines 3.0 to their daily practice. To meet this need, we developed three approaches to make UDL more accessible, inclusive, and usable. These approaches build on one another across the modules listed below, offering multiple entry points for applying UDL in practice.

By presenting UDL through these three approaches, CTSI is in effect UDLing UDL—scaffolding the framework itself so that faculty and staff can more easily integrate it into their teaching practices.

· Designing Dimensions: Methods, Materials, and Environments (Module 2): Recognizing the choices we make in how learning happens, what learners interact with, and where/when learning takes place.
· Designing Scaffolds: Access, Support, Executive Function (Module 3): Adding proactive supports so learners can enter, persist, and succeed.
· UDL Guidelines 3.0 as a Design Menu (Module 4): Drawing on CAST's Guidelines as a menu of flexible options, not a checklist, to inspire plus-one/minus-one redesigns.


[bookmark: _Toc222897059]Accessibility + Inclusion + Usability

To guide our UDL work at U of T, we use three interconnected pillars of design. These pillars are informed by disability advocacy and accessibility movements that challenge exclusionary design traditions in education.

· Accessibility: Removing barriers so people with disabilities can participate fully. Accessibility ensures that content and tools can be perceived, understood, navigated, and interacted with by all users (W3C, 2025).
· Inclusion: Ensuring that diverse learners feel welcomed, valued, and represented. Inclusion goes beyond compliance, emphasizing social belonging, representation, and equitable participation (W3C, 2025).
· Usability: Making learning environments clear, efficient, and practical. Usability focuses on ease of navigation, effectiveness of design, and the ability for learners to accomplish their goals (W3C, 2025).

These three pillars build on Sheryl Burgstahler's (2020) definition of universal design practices as accessible, inclusive, and usable. Together, these pillars remind us that proactive design not only meets accessibility requirements but also fosters equitable participation, stronger engagement, learner agency, and more effective outcomes.

[image: Universal Design for Learning = Accessibility + Inclusion + Usability.]

Image Caption: Universal Design for Learning sits at the intersection of accessibility, inclusion, and usability. These three pillars work together to reduce barriers and support meaningful participation.


[bookmark: _Toc222897060]UDL and Academic Accommodations

It is important to clarify: UDL does not replace academic accommodations. Some barriers require individualized supports, and accommodations remain essential. Designing with UDL reduces unnecessary structural barriers so that disability-related accommodations can focus on needs that cannot be addressed through course design alone.

Think of UDL as a proactive approach—embedding flexibility and welcoming variability during course design—and accommodations as a reactive approach—addressing individual needs case by case. UDL and accommodations complement each other. UDL may reduce unnecessary barriers, but accommodations remain essential for individualized needs. Together, they create a more equitable and responsive learning environment.

	UDL
	Academic Accommodations

	Proactive design approach
	Reactive individualized approach

	Designed for many learners
	Individualized, case-by-case

	Implemented during the design phase
	Implemented after the course is designed




[bookmark: _Toc222897061]Different Approaches to UDL

Across higher education, UDL is framed, interpreted, and enacted in different ways. Some emphasize the CAST Guidelines as the definition of UDL, while others highlight broader principles, applications, or design processes (Education Accord NL, 2025). This variation can feel confusing at first, but it reflects UDL's strength as a flexible framework. Many of these frameworks intersect with disability justice movements that challenge exclusionary design traditions in higher education.

By naming our three approaches explicitly, we signal that there is more than one pathway into UDL work. This positions CTSI's approaches as aligned with international scholarship while grounded in local teaching practice.

Note: In the literature, you may also encounter related terms such as Universal Design (UD), Universal Instructional Design (UID), or Universal Design for Instruction (UDI). These frameworks differ in emphasis but share a common goal: promoting accessibility, inclusion, and usability. Together, they contribute to a broader movement toward proactive, inclusive design.

UDL works alongside many teaching and learning frameworks, including anti-disablist pedagogy, inclusive pedagogy, culturally responsive and relevant pedagogy (CRRP), trauma-informed pedagogy, anti-racist pedagogy, equity-minded teaching, the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework, and the Transparency in Learning and Teaching (TILT) approach. Rather than replacing these models, UDL complements them by centring learner variability and flexible design choices that reduce barriers while maintaining essential learning outcomes and academic integrity. In practice, these approaches often intersect and strengthen one another.


[bookmark: _Toc222897062]Why UDL? Evidence in Practice

Research confirms that learner variability is the norm. As Meyer, Rose, and Gordon (2026) explain, individual differences are not fixed traits but are shaped by context and environment. This means educators have a powerful role in either reinforcing barriers or creating conditions for growth.

The Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario (HEQCO) emphasized in its 2023 report that, although UDL uptake in postsecondary education is uneven, it is widely recognized as an evidence-based approach to expanding access, supporting equity, and reducing barriers. In Ontario, UDL is increasingly linked to the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) and institutional commitments to equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI), including anti-racism and Indigenous pedagogies. This alignment makes UDL both a legal responsibility and a pedagogical opportunity for inclusive teaching.


[bookmark: _Toc222897063]Circles of Control, Influence, and Concern

Not everything is within your control when it comes to teaching and learning. To make sense of this, we can use the model of three concentric circles (Moore, 2021; building upon Covey, 1989). Understanding these circles helps channel your energy productively, rather than feeling overwhelmed by factors outside your control.

· Circle of Control: Factors you directly manage, such as how you design assessments, structure activities, give feedback, or organize your Quercus course. Focusing here has the greatest impact because it involves areas where you can take meaningful action.
· Circle of Influence: Factors you cannot control entirely but can shape, such as departmental norms, technology requests, or curriculum committees. This "grey zone" requires collaboration and advocacy.
· Circle of Concern: Broader factors outside your control, such as classroom allocations or room assignments, institutional budget, or government policies. These matter, but worrying about them can drain energy without changing outcomes.

In this program, we encourage you to begin with your circle of control: your values, your learners, and your course context. These will form the foundation of your U Design Learning Action Plan.

[image: ]

Image Caption: The three concentric circles illustrate areas of control, influence, and concern—encouraging instructors to focus their energy on design decisions within their sphere of action.
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Once you've considered your circle of control, the next question is: who is actually designing the learning?

The answer is you. Teaching and learning design is not neutral—every decision reflects particular values and priorities. At U of T, we reframe UDL as U Design Learning to emphasize accountability and responsibility: instructors and staff actively shape environments that reduce barriers and welcome variability.

U Design Learning is a reminder that:

· Everyone plays a role in creating more accessible, inclusive, and usable teaching and learning environments.
· Small, proactive, and iterative adjustments can reduce barriers and support learner variability.
· Teaching is a team effort—it thrives when we share insights, co-create solutions, and support one another.


[bookmark: _Toc222897065]Essential Learning Outcomes and Flexible Means

UDL does not require changing essential course criteria or lowering academic standards. UDL begins with clearly articulated learning goals and outcomes. Instructors identify what is essential to the course—its core knowledge, skills, and standards—and then consider where flexibility in methods, materials, and environments can reduce barriers without altering academic integrity.

In some courses, the format of performance is itself part of the learning outcome (for example, developing written communication skills). In these cases, flexibility may focus on scaffolding, feedback, pacing, and supports rather than offering alternative formats. UDL encourages careful reflection on what is truly essential and where design choices can expand access while maintaining rigour.

Designing proactively does not eliminate the need for responsive adjustments. UDL is most effective when proactive design choices are paired with ongoing, responsive refinements informed by student feedback. Through conversation with learners and iterative reflection, instructors strengthen alignment while maintaining academic integrity.


[bookmark: _Toc222897066]1.3 Values, Goals, and Outcomes

On this page:

· Why Values, Goals, and Outcomes Matter
· Starting with Values
· From Values to Goals
· From Goals to Outcomes


[bookmark: _Toc222897067]Why Values, Goals, and Outcomes Matter

Aligning values, goals, and outcomes creates a clear throughline for your teaching and mirrors UDL practice:

· Identifying values: When instructors articulate their teaching values—such as care, curiosity, or equity—they signal what matters in the learning environment. This transparency helps students understand the purpose behind your choices and supports the design of learning experiences that reflect shared priorities and cultural responsiveness. (UDL Guideline 7: Welcoming interests and identities)
· Setting goals: Clear goals guide both you and your students toward meaningful progress. They sustain effort and persistence by helping learners understand how their work connects to broader purposes and by clarifying what success looks like. (UDL Guideline 8: Sustaining effort and persistence)
· Defining outcomes: Well-defined outcomes describe what learners should be able to do and provide a roadmap for assessing growth. They support strategy development by helping students monitor their own progress and make informed adjustments along the way. (UDL Guideline 6: Strategy development)

Aligning design with your values helps you create learning experiences that are intentional, equitable, and resilient—better able to welcome the full range of learner variability.

[image: Values → Goals → Outcomes]

Image Caption: The relationship between Values (what matters to you), Goals (what you want learners to experience), and Outcomes (what learners will know or do).


[bookmark: _Toc222897068]Starting with Values

Designing with UDL begins with reflection on your values as an instructor. Your teaching values influence not only the goals and outcomes you set but also how students experience your course.

Palmer (1997) reminds us that teaching is an expression of who we are: our inner commitments shape how we engage learners. Similarly, Fischer and Hänze (2020) show that when faculty members attach higher value to teaching, they invest more effort and foster stronger student engagement and rapport. Values also feature prominently in teaching philosophy statements and teaching dossiers, reminding us that they shape both practice and professional identity.

Teaching values are not abstract ideals—they show up in everyday decisions, such as how you structure discussions, frame assessments, or provide feedback. They also help you recognize when barriers conflict with what matters most in your teaching.

Examples of Teaching Values

Here are some values that can shape your approach to teaching and learning. The list is illustrative rather than exhaustive. You may also explore CTSI's teaching values resource PDF for additional inspiration. Which resonates with you?

· Agency: Supporting students to take ownership and responsibility for their learning
· Care: Fostering compassion and empathy in learning
· Collaboration: Promoting teamwork and co-construction of knowledge through collective dialogue, storytelling, and shared experience
· Community: Building collaborative, respectful spaces grounded in mutual relationships
· Creativity: Encouraging innovation and original thought
· Curiosity: Encouraging wonder, exploration, and a spirit of inquiry in learning
· Growth: Supporting intellectual and personal development
· Inclusion: Creating learning environments that respect, support, and include all students and value diverse ways of knowing
· Integrity: Modelling ethical and responsible scholarship
· Relevance: Connecting learning to real-world issues and communities
· Rigour: Cultivating high standards and depth of understanding

⏸️ Pause for Planning: Identify Your Teaching Values

In your U Design Learning Action Planner docx, note your responses to the prompts below:

· What matters most in your teaching? Use the list above to start brainstorming.
· Think back to a time you felt most proud of your teaching—or your own learning. What made that moment matter? What value(s) did it reflect?
· How do your chosen values show up in the ways you currently design, teach, or assess?
· Which 2–3 teaching values feel most central to your practice?

Record your 2–3 core teaching values in the Values column of the Values, Goals, Outcomes table in your Action Planner.


[bookmark: _Toc222897069]From Values to Goals

Values become actionable when expressed as broad teaching goals—statements of what you want learners to experience or achieve. Goals should be learner-centred, focusing on what students will experience rather than what you will deliver.

For example:

	Values
	Goals
	Outcomes

	Equity and inclusion
	Students feel a sense of belonging and have equitable opportunities to participate.
	To be developed in the next section

	Curiosity
	Students explore topics from multiple perspectives and ask their own questions.
	To be developed in the next section

	Rigour
	Students engage deeply with challenging material and demonstrate critical analysis.
	To be developed in the next section

	Community
	Students collaborate productively, supporting one another's learning.
	To be developed in the next section


 
⏸️ Pause for Planning: Translate Values into Goals

For each of your core values, draft one learner-centred goal and record it in the Goals column of the Values, Goals, Outcomes table in your Action Planner.


[bookmark: _Toc222897070]From Goals to Outcomes

Goals come to life when they are translated into learning outcomes: specific, observable statements of what learners will know, do, or demonstrate. Clarifying outcomes not only guides your teaching but also makes expectations transparent for learners.

For example:

	Values
	Goals
	Outcomes

	Equity and inclusion
	Students feel a sense of belonging and have equitable opportunities to participate.
	Students contribute regularly to class discussions using the method (oral, typed, etc.) that is most accessible and appropriate for them.

	Curiosity
	Students explore topics from multiple perspectives and ask their own questions.
	Students analyze a case study from at least two disciplinary viewpoints.

	Rigour
	Students engage deeply with challenging material and demonstrate critical analysis.
	Students evaluate competing theories and justify their reasoning in a written assignment.

	Community
	Students collaborate productively, supporting one another's learning.
	Students co-author a group presentation, integrating peer feedback.


 
Notice how the outcomes above use specific, observable action verbs (e.g., analyze, evaluate, justify, co-author) rather than broad verbs like "understand" or "learn." Clear outcomes describe what learners will actually demonstrate.

One way to articulate outcomes is through Bloom's taxonomy, which offers action verbs that make learning outcomes more specific and observable (e.g., analyze, compare, design, justify). While using Bloom's taxonomy is not required, it can help clarify what students will know, do, or demonstrate. For a brief overview, refer to the Bloom's Taxonomy page from the NC Course Re-Design, Renewal, and Development Guide. CTSI's Course Design Foundations also provides a concise list of outcome-focused verbs.

⏸️ Pause for Planning: Connect Goals to Outcomes

For each goal you drafted, write at least one outcome that specifies what students will know, do, or demonstrate. Aim for outcomes that are specific, observable, and measurable. Record them in the Outcomes column of the Values, Goals, Outcomes table in your Action Planner.


[bookmark: _Toc222897071]1.4 Learning About Your Learners

On this page:

· Learner Variability is the Norm
· How Will You Get to Know Your Students?
· Looking Ahead
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Just as your teaching values shape your design, so does your understanding of your learners. Learner variability is the norm, not the exception. Research shows that differences in knowledge, skills, interests, identities, and contexts systematically shape how students engage, persist, and succeed (Meyer, Rose, & Gordon, 2026). This means variability is not random—it's predictable enough to design for.

At the University of Toronto, institutional survey data reinforce this reality. Recent findings from the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE 2023) show that our students represent a wide range of identities, backgrounds, and experiences. For example, 25% of students identify as 2SLGBTQ+, nearly one in five identify as Trans, Nonbinary, or Gender Diverse, and 24% are international students. The majority live off campus, often balancing commuting, work, or caregiving responsibilities. Students also report frequent engagement with peers from diverse racial, economic, and political backgrounds. There is no single "typical" U of T student.

Importantly, variability is not a problem to be solved. It is a natural and positive fact of learning—every student brings unique strengths and perspectives. Barriers arise when course design assumes an "average learner" and fails to account for this diversity. For example, a lecture delivered only orally may disadvantage students who learn better visually, students who are Deaf or hard of hearing, or students processing information in different ways. Designing to the edges of variability ensures that more students can participate and thrive. This includes visible and invisible disabilities, which are part of the natural variability present in every learning context.

Kat Holmes's "The Myth of 'Average' and 'Normal'" video (4:16, select "CC" for captions) illustrates this point: designing for an "average" student often excludes most learners.

What Shapes Learner Variability?

Students come with a mix of characteristics that influence how they learn. These include:

· Prior knowledge and skills: Academic preparation, disciplinary background
· Motivation and interest: Curiosity, career goals, personal relevance
· Cultural and social identities: Language, race, Indigeneity, gender, socio-economic background
· Disability and neurodivergence: Visible and invisible disabilities, chronic health conditions, sensory differences, and neurodivergent ways of processing
· Contextual factors: Work, caregiving responsibilities, commuting, technology access
· Cognitive and affective profiles: Strengths in memory, attention, self-regulation, emotional resilience

No single learner is "average" across these dimensions. Instead, students present jagged learning profiles—uneven strengths and challenges across domains (Rose, 2015). You might imagine each learner as a landscape with its own unique peaks, valleys, and history. By learning how to read the landscape, you can begin to anticipate where barriers might appear and design more flexible learning experiences. Designing for this variability is what makes UDL powerful.
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Image Caption: Learner variability can be imagined as a jagged profile of strengths and challenges across different domains—no two learners have the same pattern.

⏸️ Pause for Planning: Identify Learner Variability in Your Context

Choose one course or learning context to focus on for this activity. In your U Design Learning Action Planner docx, respond to the prompts below:

· Who are your students? (e.g., undergraduates, graduate students, professional learners)
· What variability do you anticipate in their backgrounds, skills, and experiences?
· What contextual factors (work, family, access to resources) might shape their learning?
· Where might students encounter barriers in your current course design?
· Where might you be designing for a "mythical average" rather than to the edges of variability?

Summarize 3–4 key dimensions of learner variability that are most relevant in your teaching context.
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Understanding variability in the abstract is helpful, but UDL works best when it is grounded in your actual learners. Research emphasizes that no student arrives as a blank slate—each brings experiences, strengths, challenges, and identities that shape how they engage with learning (e.g., Merry, 2024; Artze-Vega, 2023; Addy et al., 2021; Hogan, 2018). When we assume an "average student," we risk designing for no one.

Some strategies for getting to know your students include:

· Start-of-term surveys or info sheets: Short, open-response surveys can capture important details often missed in official rosters (e.g., pronouns, Wi-Fi access, caregiving responsibilities, goals). Tools like "Who's in Class?" forms (Artze-Vega, 2023; Addy et al., 2021) make variability visible.
· Values reflections: Prompts such as "This I Believe" essays help students articulate their values and experiences, deepening trust and belonging (Artze-Vega, 2023).
· Early diagnostic activities: Simple assessments of prior knowledge, skills, or confidence can uncover hidden strengths and anxieties (Merry, 2024).
· Classroom interactions: Icebreakers, "ask six questions" activities, or discussion boards let students share who they are and what motivates them.
· Informal check-ins: Minute papers, anonymous polls, or mid-term feedback provide real-time insights.
· Learning analytics: Quercus dashboards can highlight patterns of engagement with course resources.
· Monitoring attitudes and needs: Merry (2024) suggests gathering information in four broad categories:
· Learning attitudes and mindsets (motivation, confidence, ambitions)
· Interests and learning needs (preferred tasks, curiosity, assessment preferences)
· Social and emotional learning (comfort with collaboration, sources of anxiety)
· Cultural relevance and perspectives (representation in curriculum, identity, belonging)

The goal is not to capture everything about every student, but to notice patterns that can guide your design choices. UDL practice is iterative: check in, adapt, and refine as student needs evolve.

Before the course begins, instructors may also have access to institutional information that can inform proactive design. For example, accommodation letters from Accessibility Services or general information from the class list may prompt reflection on potential barriers in your design. While UDL encourages designing for variability from the outset rather than reacting to individual cases, these early indicators can prompt reflection on potential barriers and help ensure that essential course elements are accessible to as many learners as possible.

Sample Getting-to-Know-You Questions

Below are a few sample questions you can adapt for a first-day survey or reflection. For more examples, refer to Merry (2024), Artze-Vega (2023), Addy et al. (2021), and Hogan (2018).

· What is one thing you're excited about in this course?
· What is one challenge you anticipate?
· How do you prefer to contribute in class (speaking, writing, group work, online, other)?
· What commitments outside of class (work, family, commuting) might affect your learning?
· What is one value or interest that shapes how you approach learning?
· Is there anything else you would like me to know that could support your learning in this course?

Tip: Keep surveys and reflections short (5–7 questions is plenty). Students are more likely to respond thoughtfully when the activity feels manageable.

Caution: Don't ask questions you aren't prepared to act on. Gathering information without following up can undermine trust. Even a brief acknowledgement ("Here's what I heard from you, and here's how I'll use it") shows students their input matters.

⏸️ Pause for Planning: Get to Know Your Students

In your U Design Learning Action Planner docx, identify 1–2 strategies you will use to learn more about your students at the start of the term. Examples include:

· Embedding a short anonymous "Who's in Class?" survey in Quercus
· Assigning a low-stakes reflection (e.g., "This I Believe" or a learning goals statement)
· Using an icebreaker or "ask six questions" activity in Week 1
· Adding an early diagnostic quiz or self-assessment of prior knowledge

Record the strategy (or strategies) you will use, why you chose them, and how you will use the insights to inform your course design.
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By mapping your learners' variability, you set the stage for intentional design choices that reduce barriers and welcome more students into meaningful learning.

In the next step, you'll identify a pinch point—a specific place in your course where learner variability and barriers are most visible. That's where your focused UDL work begins.
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On this page:

· What is a Pinch Point?
· Try One Thing: The Plus-One and Minus-One Approaches
· Pinch Points to Possibilities
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A pinch point is a place in your course where the design feels tight—where expectations, activities, or assessments may not fully support the range of learners in your class. It's the narrow part of the funnel, where multiple challenges can converge and make learning harder than it needs to be.

Rather than treating pinch points as problems, UDL frames them as design opportunities—moments to pause, reflect, and redesign for greater flexibility and inclusion. When a course element feels challenging—for learners or instructors—it may signal where traditional approaches may not align with learner needs. By identifying these moments early, you can experiment with new strategies, formats, or tools that better reflect your teaching values and goals.

In this self-paced learning program, we focus on course design pinch points, areas where instructors have the most immediate control. But it is useful to remember that pinch points can emerge at any level of the learning environment. As Bass (2022) observes, they also appear across the broader university experience—in advising, registration systems, student services, and more.
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Image Caption: Pinch points emerge where learner and instructor variability, contextual factors, and barriers intersect—revealing opportunities for redesign.

Signals of a Pinch Point

How do you know a pinch point is happening? Look for signals from both students and yourself:

Student Signals

· Multiple emails or questions about the same assignment instructions
· Drop-off in participation during specific activities or weeks
· Repeated mistakes or confusion on the same concept
· Low completion rates for certain tasks

Instructor Signals

· You find yourself re-explaining the same thing every term
· You dread grading a particular assignment because expectations aren't clear
· A single task or activity eats up disproportionate time to manage
· End-of-term feedback highlights recurring frustration

These signals don't mean you are doing something wrong. They simply show where barriers and variability are most visible—and therefore where UDL can help.


⏸️ Pause for Planning: Spot Your Pinch Point

In your U Design Learning Action Planner docx, reflect on your course and record at least one pinch point. Use the prompts below to guide you:

· Where do learners consistently ask for clarification?
· Where do you notice disengagement or confusion?
· What parts of your course repeatedly frustrate you as an instructor?
· Which of these seems most important to address first?

Identify one pinch point you want to keep in focus as you move through this program.
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Once you identify a pinch point, you can explore redesign strategies. The plus-one and minus-one approaches connect directly to the idea introduced at the start of this program—Try One Thing—and are meant to be manageable and iterative. Both approaches emphasize small, intentional adjustments that make learning more accessible, inclusive, and usable.

You don't need to (re)design everything—focus on one pinch point at a time. Course contexts, institutional requirements, and disciplinary expectations shape what is possible; UDL works within these realities through thoughtful, incremental refinements. Recall your circles of control, influence, and concern.

Need implementation support? Connect with colleagues or your local teaching and learning centre.

[image: ]

Image Caption: The Plus-One and Minus-One approaches emphasize small, manageable design adjustments rather than wholesale redesign.

The Plus-One Approach

The Plus-One Approach (Tobin & Behling, 2018) invites you to add just one more way for students to engage with a course element. The idea is not to overhaul your course, but to ask: What's one additional option I can provide that reduces a barrier and welcomes variability?

Examples across contexts:

	Contexts
	Pinch Points
	Plus-One Approach

	STEM lab
	Students struggle to recall lab safety procedures.
	Provide a visual safety checklist alongside oral instructions.

	Humanities seminar
	Only the most confident students speak up in discussion.
	Allow written contributions through an online discussion board.

	Online course
	Students miss important deadlines.
	Add calendar reminders or a "coming up this week" announcement in Quercus.



The Minus-One Approach

Sometimes, reducing barriers means taking something away rather than adding more. The Minus-One Approach emphasizes removing sources of overload, clutter, or unnecessary complexity.

Examples across contexts:

	Contexts
	Pinch Points
	Minus-One Approach

	Large lecture course
	Students are overwhelmed by dense slides with too much text.
	Reduce text and highlight three key points per slide.

	Writing-intensive course
	Assignment instructions run six pages and bury requirements in long paragraphs.
	Simplify to a two-page handout with a clear checklist.

	Discussion-based course
	Learners face ten optional prompts and don’t know where to start.
	Narrow to three prompts that align with core outcomes.
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It's okay if you don't yet know how to redesign your pinch point—that's what Modules 2, 3, and 4 are for. Each module offers a different lens for turning pinch points into design possibilities that enhance learning for everyone:

· Module 2: Designing Dimensions: Adjusting methods, materials, and environments
· Module 3: Designing Scaffolds: Building access, support, and executive function
· Module 4: UDL Guidelines 3.0 Menu: Drawing on CAST's guidelines as a flexible menu

You may move through these lenses in sequence or revisit the one that best fits your current redesign question. Together, they help you move from noticing barriers to testing small, intentional changes.

At the end of each module, you'll revisit your pinch point and consider a possible Plus-One or Minus-One redesign. By the end of the program, you'll have concrete options for your U Design Learning Action Plan.

Remember: Pinch points are not signs of failure—they are design opportunities. By noticing where barriers concentrate, you set yourself up to make small, intentional changes that:

· Reduce the biggest sources of friction for learners
· Lighten recurring frustrations for instructors
· Build momentum toward more accessible, inclusive, and usable course design

⏸️ Pause for Planning: Reflect Forward

In your U Design Learning Action Planner docx, note:

· Your identified pinch point
· If you have an idea for a plus-one or minus-one, add it to your plan
· If you don't have an idea yet, don't worry—you can return to this later after exploring more tools
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[bookmark: _Toc222897080]Congratulations!

You've reached the end of Module 1: Why Are You Here? What Are You (Re)Designing? By completing this module, you have:

· Identified and articulated your teaching values, goals, and outcomes;
· Recognized and described key learner needs, sources of variability, and challenges; and
· Selected and defined a course element or potential pinch point to focus on for proactive design or iterative redesign.
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Welcome to Module 2: Designing Dimensions: Methods, Materials, Environments.

This module introduces the first approach to UDL: examining the dimensions of course design where teaching choices shape learner experience. These dimensions are your methods (how learning happens), materials (what learners interact with), and environments (where and when learning takes place). We'll use the shorthand MME (methods, materials, environments) throughout this module.

Building on the pinch point you identified in Module 1, you'll now examine it through the MME lenses. This will help you notice where learner variability intersects with barriers—and where small adjustments can reduce friction, improve clarity, and create more accessible, inclusive, and usable learning experiences. Rather than overhauling everything at once, the focus is on manageable starting points and iterative refinements you can test and expand over time.

As you explore methods, materials, and environments, remember that UDL begins with essential learning outcomes and invites flexible design choices that can be refined through student feedback and ongoing dialogue. Proactive design becomes most effective when paired with responsive adjustments informed by learner experience.

Learning Outcomes

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

· Recognize how methods, materials, and environments shape learner experience;
· Identify potential barriers across these three dimensions; and
· Propose one initial design or redesign strategy for your pinch point using MME lenses within your U Design Learning Action Plan.
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This module consists of six pages. Use the "Next" and "Previous" buttons at the bottom of the page to navigate through the content.

· 2.1 Introducing Module 2 (you are here)
· 2.2 Methods: Instruction, Activities, Communication
· 2.3 Materials: Content, Formats, Tools
· 2.4 Environments: Digital, Physical, Social
· 2.5 Try One Thing: Methods, Materials, Environments
· 2.6 Module 2 References and Resources
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On this page:

· Why Methods Matter
· Instruction
· Activities
· Communication
· Pause for Planning: Connect Methods to Your Pinch Point
· Looking Ahead
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The methods you use—the ways you teach, structure activities, and communicate with learners—directly shape how students experience your course. UDL reminds us that learner variability is the norm (Meyer, Rose, & Gordon, 2026; Burgstahler, 2020). Some students thrive in discussions, while others need time to reflect before contributing. Some excel when instructions are explicit, while others benefit from guided practice and modelling.

Methods aren't just about teaching techniques in class—they also encompass how you design and communicate assessments, which often serve as the clearest signals of expectations for students. Even small adjustments in methods can reduce barriers, improve clarity, and strengthen student success. That's why this page unpacks instruction, activities, and communication as three core dimensions of methods design.

[image: The first dimension: Methods]
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Instruction refers to how you present content, explain expectations, and model approaches for learners. This includes lectures, demonstrations, guided practice, and the way you frame and support assignments or exams.

When instruction is misaligned with learner variability, barriers can arise. For example, barriers related to instructions occur when:

· Expectations are unclear or examples are missing
· Delivery is dense and one-way
· Tasks lack modelling or structure
· Pacing is too fast for some learners or too slow for others

To reduce these barriers, you can focus on four areas:

Clarity and Structure

Make instructions predictable and easier to follow.

For example:

· Share a short outline or guiding questions at the start of class
· Keep slides and handouts consistent in layout and style
· Provide annotated rubrics or checklists for assignments
· Summarize key takeaways at the end of each session

Accessibility and Flexibility

Provide multiple ways to access and process instruction.

For example:

· Offer recordings or micro-lectures for later review
· Provide both written and verbal versions of instructions
· Enable captions and transcripts in live and recorded sessions
· Post slides, notes, or summaries in accessible formats

Modelling and Guided Supports

Support learning through demonstration and step-by-step guidance.

For example:

· Demonstrate how to solve a problem or analyze a case by narrating your thought process
· Share worked examples with short annotations
· Provide templates or scaffolds (e.g., outlines, prompts) for complex tasks
· Give students a chance to practise with feedback before higher-stakes assessments

Time Management and Planning Supports

Help learners plan, organize, and manage their learning.

For example:

· Post weekly task lists or checklists in Quercus
· Suggest milestones for larger projects to help students plan ahead
· Use pacing cues in class (e.g., "take five minutes to note your ideas")
· Share exemplars of study strategies or practice exams
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Activities are opportunities for learners to apply knowledge, practice skills, and interact with content, peers, or instructors. They are where learning "sticks"—but they can also become pinch points if they aren't structured with variability in mind.

Barriers often arise when:

· Only one participation format is allowed
· Activities assume learners have equal confidence, prior knowledge, or access to resources
· The workload or stakes are so high that students avoid risk-taking

To design inclusive activities, consider four areas:

Choice and Flexibility

Provide multiple ways for learners to engage in activities.

For example:

· Provide options for responding (e.g., short written reflection, audio clip, or infographic)
· Where possible, let students choose between individual or group work
· Align varied assessment formats with the same learning outcomes
· Build flexibility into timelines for lower-stakes practice tasks

Collaboration and Interaction

Create opportunities for learners to learn with and from one another.

For example:

· Use collaborative platforms (e.g., Quercus Groups, Microsoft Whiteboard) to support group work
· Include structured peer feedback with rubrics or guiding questions
· Rotate roles in group projects to balance participation
· Incorporate collaborative problem-solving tasks linked to real-world contexts

Practice and Reflection

Build fluency and deepen understanding through ongoing practice.

For example:

· Use low-stakes quizzes or practice assignments before higher-stakes tasks
· Scaffold larger projects into milestones with checkpoints
· Add reflection prompts at the end of activities
· Provide structured opportunities for revision and feedback

Assessment and Progress

Provide assessment approaches that reduce barriers and support learning.

For example:

· Share rubrics or checklists before assignments are due
· Provide interim feedback on draft work or progress stages
· Use mock quizzes or trial runs to familiarize students with assessment formats
· Show how feedback links to grading criteria


[bookmark: _Toc222897090]Communication

Communication includes how you share updates, provide feedback, and establish community with learners.

Barriers often emerge when:

· Information is inconsistent or scattered across platforms
· Expectations are buried in long documents
· Feedback arrives too late to guide improvement
· Tone feels unwelcoming, discouraging learners from reaching out

To reduce these barriers, focus on three areas:

Course Information and Updates

Ensure learners can access important information easily.

For example:

· Post announcements in Quercus at regular intervals (e.g., weekly "overview" updates)
· Keep course navigation and information in a central, predictable place
· Provide reminders for upcoming deadlines in one consistent channel
· Share a short guide outlining how course communication and updates will be shared (email, office hours, discussion expectations)

Feedback and Dialogue

Provide actionable feedback and open channels for conversation.

For example:

· Use SpeedGrader to provide text, audio, or video feedback
· Build in draft checkpoints for feedback before final submissions
· Invite questions in multiple formats (office hours, discussion boards, surveys)
· Share anonymized examples of strong student work (with permission)

Community and Belonging

Foster respectful interaction and a sense of connection.

For example:

· Co-create community guidelines for respectful interaction
· Use introductions or icebreakers at the start of the term
· Acknowledge diverse contributions in class or online discussions
· Use short surveys or check-ins to surface student experiences mid-course
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In your U Design Learning Action Planner docx, return to the pinch point you identified in Module 1. Ask yourself:

· What methods (instruction, activities, communication) are most connected to this pinch point?
· How do I currently use instruction, activities, and communication in this part of my course?
· Could any of these methods be creating or amplifying barriers?
· How are assessment instructions, activities, and feedback communicated? Do they reduce barriers or unintentionally create them?
· What small adjustment could I test to reduce a barrier or better welcome learner variability?

If you feel stuck or need inspiration, explore the Methods Strategy Library on the CTSI website. It offers a wider range of practical strategies aligned with the categories introduced here.

Record your reflections in the Methods section of your Action Planner. You don’t need full solutions yet—just observations about where methods may be influencing your pinch point.
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You've now mapped the core methods that shape student learning. Each of these areas can become a pinch point, but they are also fertile ground for Plus-One or Minus-One redesign.

In the next section, you'll move from methods to materials—the content, formats, and tools that students interact with most directly.
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On this page:

· Why Materials Matter
· Content
· Formats
· Tools
· Pause for Planning: Connect Materials to Your Pinch Point
· Looking Ahead
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Materials are the content, formats, and tools that learners interact with most directly. They provide the substance of a course—what students read, watch, practice, and use to demonstrate their learning.

Meyer, Rose, & Gordon (2026) emphasize that flexible materials act as scaffolds that can be faded over time, giving learners multiple entry points while preserving rigour. This flexibility supports agency and reduces the need for after-the-fact accommodations.

Sweller's cognitive load theory (2019) reminds us that clarity, coherence, and well-organized materials reduce extraneous load, allowing learners to focus on core ideas and deeper thinking. Poorly structured documents, cluttered slides, or overlapping media can overwhelm learners, especially when paired with complex tasks.

Fritzgerald (2020) highlights how inclusive materials—those that reflect diverse identities and experiences—can support belonging and reduce disciplinary marginalization in higher education.

Together, these perspectives make one point clear: materials are not neutral. Every decision about what to include, how to present it, and what tools accompany it has implications for equity, inclusion, and learner success. This page explores three dimensions of materials—content, formats, and tools—and considers how each can reduce barriers or open new possibilities for learners.

[image: The second dimension: Materials]
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Content includes the ideas, perspectives, and information learners engage with—whether in readings, lectures, assignments, or case studies.

Barriers often arise when:

· Identities or perspectives are not reflected
· Readings are dense or unstructured
· Content is provided in only one modality
· Topics feel disconnected from learner goals

To design inclusive content, consider four areas:

Representation and Perspectives

Include content that reflects diverse voices, identities, and authentic examples.

For example:

· Select readings and media that reflect diverse voices and lived experiences
· Use case studies or examples that connect across communities and contexts
· Invite learners to contribute examples or sources tied to their own backgrounds or interests
· Review and update materials regularly to ensure they remain current and relevant

Clarity and Structure

Organize content so it is understandable, consistent, and easy to follow.

For example:

· Provide guiding questions or short introductions before readings or videos
· Break longer texts into manageable sections with clear headings
· Use glossaries or quick-reference sheets for discipline-specific vocabulary
· Summarize main points at the end of lectures or readings

Accessibility and Alternatives

Provide options so content can be accessed and perceived in multiple ways.

For example:

· Choose or create readings and slides that are screen-reader accessible
· Provide captions and transcripts for video or audio
· Use alt text for images, charts, and graphics
· Offer low-bandwidth or print-friendly versions of media-heavy resources

Relevance and Connection

Link content to learners' goals, experiences, and real-world contexts.

For example:

· Introduce content with a short note on why it matters or how it connects to learning outcomes
· Use examples linked to current events or professional contexts
· Provide optional “dig deeper” resources for learners who want to explore further
· Encourage learners to connect materials to their own interests or career paths
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Formats are the ways content is packaged and presented—slides, documents, videos, or web pages. They shape usability and can either support or hinder focus.

Barriers often arise when:

· Files are incompatible with assistive technologies
· Organization is inconsistent across weeks or platforms
· Delivery relies on only one modality
· Slides, documents, or visuals are overly dense or cluttered

Many of the following formatting choices support assistive technologies (including screen readers) and reduce cognitive load by making content easier to perceive and navigate. To design inclusive formats, consider four areas:

Accessibility and Readability

Ensure materials are presented in ways that all learners can perceive and navigate.

For example:

· Use built-in heading styles in Word or Quercus Pages
· Add alt text to images, charts, and graphics
· Check contrast and font readability in slides and documents
· Provide captions or transcripts for videos and audio

Consistency and Navigation

Organize formats so learners can predict, locate, and use materials more easily.

For example:

· Organize Quercus modules using a predictable structure with clear labels
· Use consistent file formats and naming conventions
· Provide a short "how to navigate this resource" note for complex documents
· Hide unused Quercus navigation links to reduce clutter

Multimodal Options

Not every material needs to be multimodal, but a few strategic choices can reduce barriers. When appropriate, offer materials in more than one format so learners can engage through different modes.

For example:

· Pair diagrams or visualizations with written explanations
· Provide slides as PDFs alongside recordings
· Reinforce key instructions in both verbal and written form
· Offer content in more than one format where appropriate (e.g., article and podcast)

Clarity and Cognitive Load

Reduce unnecessary complexity in materials to support focus and comprehension.

For example:

· Use clear, direct language in instructions
· Keep slide layouts consistent and uncluttered
· Highlight or bold key terms instead of relying on colour alone
· Break longer documents into sections with summaries or key takeaways
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Tools are the platforms and technologies learners use to access and create materials, from Quercus and Microsoft 365 apps to lab equipment and assistive technologies.

Barriers often arise when:

· Bandwidth or device limitations make tools difficult to access
· Collaboration tools lack clear guidance or accountability
· Tools are not compatible with assistive technologies
· A single mandated tool restricts flexibility and learner choice

To leverage inclusive tools, consider four areas:

Access and Usability

Choose tools that are easy to access, navigate, and learn.

For example:

· Provide clear instructions for using course tools
· Centralize links in Quercus so learners don't need to search across platforms
· Offer practice opportunities with low-stakes tasks (e.g., practice quiz, trial upload)
· Be mindful of bandwidth and recommend tools that work across devices
· Direct students to campus resources (e.g., CTSI Student Support page, Information Commons Help Desk)

Collaboration and Interaction

Use tools that support communication, teamwork, and shared problem-solving.

For example:

· Enable group work through Quercus Groups or Microsoft 365
· Support collaborative annotation or dialogue using Hypothesis or Quercus Discussions
· Encourage shared note-taking with Microsoft OneDrive or other collaborative tools
· Use live polls (e.g., iClicker, Microsoft Forms) to invite collective input

Accessibility and Assistive Technologies

Select tools with built-in accessibility features and ensure compatibility with assistive technologies.

For example:

· Choose tools that work with screen readers and other assistive technologies
· Enable automatic captioning in Zoom, Teams, or PowerPoint
· Provide alternatives if a tool is not fully accessible (e.g., a text version of a simulation)
· Invite learner feedback to identify accessibility challenges early

Flexibility and Choice

Offer tool options so learners can engage in ways that best support their goals and contexts.

For example:

· When appropriate, allow different formats for submissions (text, video, infographic)
· Provide options for participation within a tool (e.g., post written response or upload media)
· Be transparent about when a specific tool is required and when alternatives are possible
· Offer optional practice with different tools so learners can discover what works best
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In your U Design Learning Action Planner docx, return to the pinch point you identified in Module 1. Ask yourself:

· What materials (content, formats, tools) are most connected to this pinch point?
· How are these materials currently organized or presented in my course?
· Could the way I've chosen or structured them be creating or amplifying barriers?
· How do assessment materials—rubrics, instructions, templates—support or hinder success?
· What small adjustment could I test to reduce a barrier or make materials more inclusive?

If you'd like more ideas, explore the Materials Strategy Library on the CTSI website. It expands on the categories introduced here with additional strategies you can adapt to your context.

Record your observations in the Materials section of your Action Planner. You don’t need to decide on changes yet—just note where materials might be influencing your pinch point.
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You've now mapped how content, formats, and tools shape the student experience. Each of these dimensions can either reinforce barriers or expand possibilities for learners.

In the next section, you'll explore environments—the digital, physical, and social spaces where learning takes place.
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Environments are the spaces in which learning happens—digital platforms, physical classrooms, and the social arenas that connect learners. Even the best methods and materials can falter if the environment creates barriers.

Meyer, Rose, & Gordon (2026) argue that environments are the lens through which all other design decisions manifest. UDL environments must therefore be flexible, responsive, and designed with variability in mind—not retrofitted after the fact.

Empirical evidence also supports the power of environment: Walker, Brooks, and Baepler (2011), writing in Educause Review, found that when instructors adapted their teaching to technology-enhanced Active Learning Classrooms (ALCs), student performance exceeded expectations relative to prior achievement indicators.

Environments are never simply a backdrop—they shape what is possible, who participates, and how learners experience your course. This page explores three domains of environment—digital, physical, and social—and considers how each can reduce barriers and foster inclusion. While some environmental conditions may sit outside your immediate control, many design decisions fall within your circle of control or influence—such as how you structure digital spaces, adapt classroom use, or facilitate interaction.

[image: The third dimension: Environments]
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Digital environments include Quercus, learning apps, video platforms, and other online tools.

Barriers often arise when:

· Course sites are inconsistently organized, making it hard to locate readings, assignments, or announcements
· Files or platforms do not work with assistive technologies
· Participation relies only on synchronous sessions, leaving out those who need alternatives
· Students are not oriented to the platform, increasing frustration and disengagement

To design inclusive digital environments, consider four areas:

Navigation and Structure

Make it easier for learners to find what they need.

For example:

· Streamline Quercus by disabling unused menu items
· Keep weekly modules consistent in layout and labelling
· Use built-in heading styles (e.g., Heading 1, Heading 2) in Quercus Pages and documents
· Incorporate visual cues (icons, numbering, or dates) so students always know where to look

Accessibility and Alternatives

Support multiple ways of accessing and perceiving content.

For example:

· Use alt text for images in slides, documents, and Quercus
· Provide captions and transcripts for recordings in Zoom, Teams, or Stream/Clipchamp
· Share a lower-bandwidth option when possible (e.g., PDF version of slides)
· Avoid unnecessary autoplay or flashing media that distracts or excludes

Participation and Communication

Offer flexible ways for learners to engage.

For example:

· Use tools like Microsoft Forms for polls or quick quizzes
· Provide asynchronous options such as discussion boards, shared documents, or recorded presentations
· Add slide prompts ("check chat," "pause for questions") to balance participation modes
· Offer multiple ways to participate in Zoom or Teams (chat, polls, reactions, microphones)

Support and Guidance

Reduce barriers by providing clear guidance and pointing to resources.

For example:

· Provide a short “how to navigate this course” guide or video tour
· Post orientation materials in a “Start Here” module
· Highlight where to find technical help (e.g., CTSI Student Support page, Information Commons Help Desk)


[bookmark: _Toc222897103]Physical Environments

Physical environments include classrooms, labs, studios, and performance spaces.

Barriers often arise when:

· Learners cannot see, hear, or physically access key parts of the space
· Equipment or materials are designed for only one type of user
· Room layouts conflict with group work or active learning
· Noise, lighting, or crowding disrupts participation

To design inclusive physical environments, consider four areas:

Accessibility and Visibility

Improve access so participants can more easily perceive information and engage in the space.

For example:

· Use microphones in larger classrooms or group settings
· Check lighting, glare, and acoustics; adjust to improve visibility and audibility
· Arrange seating for clear sightlines
· Ensure accessible seating and mobility routes are available

Materials and Resources

Offer resources in ways that support access and understanding.

For example:

· Share slides, notes, or handouts when appropriate
· Provide signage and instructions in labs or studios to reduce confusion
· Invite learners to request alternative formats (e.g., large-print labels, adaptive equipment)

Activity Design

Adapt activities to fit the realities of physical spaces.

For example:

· Adapt activities to the space (e.g., group work in movable layouts, pair discussions in fixed seating)
· Provide multiple means for accessing lab or studio instructions (visual, verbal, tactile)
· Ensure technology setup (e.g., projectors, boards, or rehearsal equipment) matches the intended activity

Participation and Sensory Supports

Acknowledge and reduce sensory barriers so participation feels possible for all.

For example:

· Offer quiet zones or reduced-noise areas where possible
· Encourage personal sensory supports (e.g., fidget tools, sunglasses, headphones)
· Signal that movement (stretching, changing seats) is acceptable
· Be mindful of scent sensitivities and follow U of T’s scent-reduced guidelines
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Social environments are the norms, relationships, and dynamics that shape classroom culture.

Barriers often emerge when:

· Processing tims is limited
· Only one mode of participation is accepted
· Group work lacks clear expectations
· Classroom climate feels unwelcoming

To design inclusive social environments, consider four areas:

Timing and Reflection

Build in space for preparation and reflection before participation.

For example:

· Build in pauses for reflection before discussion
· Use "think–pair–share" or short writes before sharing aloud
· Provide advance notice of interactive activities

Participation Options

Offer flexibility in how people engage and communicate.

For example:

· Allow contributions through multiple modes (oral, written, polls, collaborative documents)
· Make it clear that both in-class and online participation are valued
· Provide options for live or recorded presentations

Peer and Group Practices

Support collaboration and make group work more inclusive.

For example:

· Assign rotating roles in group work (e.g., facilitator, note-taker, timekeeper)
· Provide structured peer review with guiding prompts
· Set clear expectations for group contributions and accountability

Community and Belonging

Foster a culture of inclusion, trust, and recognition.

For example:

· Co-create community agreements with learners
· Recognize and value diverse contributions
· Incorporate low-stakes introductions or icebreakers
· Build moments of recognition or gratitude into class routines
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In your U Design Learning Action Planner docx, return to the pinch point you identified in Module 1. Ask yourself:

· What environments (digital, physical, social) are most connected to this pinch point?
· How do I currently design the spaces where learners engage—course sites, classrooms, or community norms?
· Could any of these environments be creating or amplifying barriers?
· How do assessment environments (online platforms, testing spaces, or group structures) support or hinder student success?
· What small adjustment could I test to reduce a barrier or create a more inclusive environment?

If you'd like more ideas, explore the Environments Strategy Library on the CTSI website. It expands on the categories introduced here with additional strategies you can adapt to your teaching context.

Record your observations in the Environments section of your Action Planner.
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With digital, physical, and social environments, you've now explored the third dimension of course design. Each environment can either reinforce barriers or open up possibilities for learners.

In the next module, you'll shift from environments to scaffolds—the proactive supports that help students access, persist, and succeed.


[bookmark: _Toc222897107]2.5 Try One Thing: Methods, Materials, Environments

On this page:

· Audio Framing 🎧 Designing Dimensions
· From Pinch Point to Possibilities
· Why Alignment Matters
· Feedback and Iteration
· Next Module: Designing Scaffolds


[bookmark: _Toc222897108]Audio Framing 🎧 Designing Dimensions

Listen to a 90-second audio framing that highlights how methods, materials, and environments can move you from analysis to small, intentional design shifts.

Transcript

Up to this point, you've been looking closely at your pinch point through three dimensions: methods, materials, and environments.

This is where things often become clearer. Sometimes what feels like a "student issue" turns out to be a navigation issue. Or a materials issue. Or a method that unintentionally narrows participation.

The goal here isn't to diagnose everything. It's to notice where the design feels tight.

Each dimension shapes the learner experience in different ways.

· Methods shape how learning unfolds.
· Materials shape what learners interact with.
· Environments shape the conditions around learning—physical, digital, and social.

When one of these dimensions constrains access or clarity, friction appears.

Now, instead of trying to solve the whole system, choose one small shift. A Plus-One that opens up an additional pathway. Or a Minus-One that removes a point of overload.

Think of this as prototyping. You're not committing to a permanent redesign. You're testing a hypothesis: What happens if I adjust this one element?

Small design refinements, aligned with your learning outcomes, can create meaningful change. And once you see how one dimension shifts the experience, you'll start to notice new possibilities across your course.

That's the move from analysis to action.
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In Module 1, you identified a pinch point—a course element where the design feels tight. In Module 2, you examined that pinch point through the lens of methods, materials, and environments. Along the way, you may have spotted additional "mini pinch points" in how you teach, what learners interact with, or the spaces they navigate.

Now it's time to move from analysis to action.

You don't need to overhaul everything at once. Instead, start with one small, intentional change—a Plus-One (adding an option) or a Minus-One (removing a barrier).

For example, if students struggle to locate assignment instructions, a Plus-One might add a weekly overview announcement, while a Minus-One might simplify the course menu to highlight only essential links.
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⏸️ Pause for Planning: Try One Thing

Return to your notes from 2.2, 2.3, and 2.4. Ask yourself:

· Which potential change feels both impactful for learners and feasible for me to implement? Start with your circle of control—the choices directly within your teaching practice.
· Which method, material, or environment is most connected to my pinch point?
· What is one small adjustment I could try?
· Plus-One: What's one additional option that would open up access or flexibility?
· Minus-One: What's one barrier I could remove to simplify or reduce overload?

Record your idea in the Try One Thing section of your Action Planner.

If you're not ready to commit yet, simply write "to be explored." Modules 3 and 4 will provide more strategies to revisit your pinch point.

Need implementation support? Connect with colleagues or your local teaching and learning centre.
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Not all changes are equally valuable. A change may be feasible but not meaningful—or innovative but misaligned with your core values. Alignment ensures that your Try One Thing fits your bigger teaching purpose.

That's why every potential change should be checked against three design questions (listed below).

⏸️ Pause for Planning: Alignment Check

Use the three reflection questions as a design filter:

· What barriers am I reducing or creating?
· How am I welcoming learner variability?
· Does my design align with my values, goals, and outcomes?

This ensures your Try One Thing is not just practical, but purposeful.
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UDL is iterative. A single adjustment is the starting point, not the finish line. Once you try a change, the next step is to notice how it lands and invite student input:

· How do students respond in real time?
· What feedback—formal or informal—can you gather?
· What signals (participation, clarity, confidence) will you watch for?

Treat this step as a conversation with learners: what you notice and what they share both inform your next adjustment. UDL works best when proactive design decisions are paired with responsive refinements shaped by student experience.

Sharing even a short update ("Here's what I changed, here's what I learned, here's what I'll do next") builds trust and demonstrates that course design is shared, iterative work.

[image: ]
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With Module 2 complete, you've connected your pinch point to methods, materials, and environments.

In Module 3, you'll focus on scaffolds—the proactive supports that help learners enter, persist, and succeed in your course.
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[bookmark: _Toc222897114]Congratulations!

You've reached the end of Module 2: Designing Dimensions: Methods, Materials, Environments. In this module, you explored how teaching choices across methods, materials, and environments shape learner experience. By examining your pinch point through these three dimensions, you began to notice where barriers arise and how small adjustments can create new possibilities.

By completing this module, you have:

· Recognized how methods, materials, and environments shape learner experience;
· Identified potential barriers across these three dimensions; and
· Proposed one initial design or redesign strategy for your pinch point using MME lenses.

These steps have helped you move from analysis to action. With your first redesign idea in mind, you're now ready to deepen your work in Module 3: Designing Scaffolds: Access, Support, and Executive Function.
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[bookmark: _Toc222897117]3.1 Introducing Module 3
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Welcome to Module 3: Designing Scaffolds: Access, Support, Executive Function.

This module introduces the second approach to UDL: designing proactive supports that help learners enter learning (access), persist through challenges (support), and self-direct their growth (executive function).

In this module, scaffolds refer broadly to structured supports that guide learner entry, persistence, and self-direction. This includes not only assignment scaffolding, but also environmental, relational, and strategic supports. In the CAST UDL Guidelines 3.0 (2024), these scaffolds appear as cross-cutting rows across the framework. We will use the shorthand ASE (access, support, executive function) throughout this module.

Building on the pinch point you identified in Module 1, you will examine where entry barriers appear (access), where engagement may stall (support), and where planning or monitoring may get stuck (executive function). The goal is not wholesale redesign, but small, strategic refinements that strengthen learner success.

Scaffolds are most powerful when they are proactive and responsive—adjusted through learner feedback, reflection, and dialogue over time. Essential learning outcomes remain steady, while scaffolds evolve.

Learning Outcomes

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

· Recognize how access, support, and executive function scaffolds shape learner entry, persistence, and self-direction;
· Identify specific barriers connected to each scaffold area and where they surface in your course or context; and
· Propose one initial design or redesign strategy for your pinch point using ASE lenses within your U Design Learning Action Plan.
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This module consists of six pages. Use the "Next" and "Previous" buttons at the bottom of the page to navigate through the content.

· 3.1 Introducing Module 3 (you are here)
· 3.2 Designing for Access
· 3.3 Designing for Support
· 3.4 Designing for Executive Function
· 3.5 Try One Thing: Access, Support, Executive Function
· 3.6 Module 3 References and Resources
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Access is about creating entry points so all learners can participate fully from the start of a course. Barriers often appear when learners cannot recognize their identities in course materials, cannot perceive information clearly across formats, or have limited ways to interact with tools and tasks.

The CAST UDL Guidelines 3.0 (2024) describe access as a foundational scaffold for learning. In the framework, access focuses on three design areas: welcoming learners and their identities, ensuring perception (so information can be seen, heard, or understood in different formats), and enabling meaningful interaction. These design choices reduce barriers at the outset of a course rather than responding to them later.

Research on student engagement reinforces this point. When environments restrict identity representation, limit participation modes, or rely on inaccessible formats, learners' motivation and persistence decline. Studies also highlight that lack of inclusive design expertise, power dynamics that limit student voice, and technological or infrastructural constraints diminish engagement and belonging (Groen & Germain-Rutherford, 2021).

Designing for access is not just about compliance. It builds the foundation for equitable participation, stronger engagement, and sustained learning.

[image: The first scaffold: Access.]
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Affirming learners' identities, offering authentic choices, and fostering belonging strengthen motivation and engagement. When students feel represented and safe, they are more willing to take intellectual risks and persist through challenges.

Barriers often arise when:

· Materials rely exclusively on dominant cultural perspectives
· Identities and communities are not reflected
· Participation is limited
· Classroom climate feels unsafe or dismissive

To reduce these barriers, consider four areas:

Choice and Autonomy

Provide meaningful options while keeping structures clear.

For example:

· Offer assignments in different formats (e.g., essay, video, podcast, infographic)
· Offer flexible pathways for participation (discussion posts, chat, collaborative docs, group or individual work)
· Allow choice in pacing or depth through flexible timelines or optional extensions
· Use polls or surveys to invite learner input on topics, examples, or activity formats

Relevance and Authenticity

Connect learning to students' lives, communities, and goals.

For example:

· Curate readings and media that reflect diverse voices and communities
· Connect tasks to real-world, disciplinary, or community contexts
· Frame assignments around current issues or professional practice
· Invite students to bring personal or community-based examples into discussions

Joy and Play

Spark curiosity and make room for exploration.

For example:

· Incorporate low-stakes activities such as polls, creative prompts, or games
· Allow experimentation through multiple attempts on practice tasks
· Encourage creative formats for practice (role play, storytelling, design challenges)
· Celebrate progress and small wins collectively

Addressing Bias and Building Safety

Foster psychological safety and address exclusionary practices.

For example:

· Co-create community agreements to establish respectful norms
· Use anonymous surveys or check-ins to surface issues of bias or exclusion
· Normalize mistakes as part of learning by modelling revision and reflection
· Regularly review materials to identify and update biased or exclusionary content
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Learners benefit from multiple ways of perceiving and processing content. Customization and multimodal options reduce barriers for learners with different sensory or processing needs—and benefit all learners. Effective perception strategies also help all learners focus on key ideas rather than struggling with format or presentation.

Barriers can appear when:

· Content is available only in one modality (e.g., text only)
· Files are not accessible to assistive technologies
· Materials are cluttered, poorly organized, or rely solely on colour, sound, or visuals to convey meaning
· Students cannot adjust displays (e.g., font, size, contrast) to fit their needs

To reduce these barriers, consider three areas:

Customizing Display

Make materials flexible for different visual and sensory needs.

For example:

· Share documents in editable formats (Word, tagged PDFs, HTML)
· Use consistent headings and styles to support navigation
· Encourage use of accessibility features (zoom, line focus, reader modes)
· Minimize clutter and keep layouts predictable

Multiple Modalities

Offer key information in more than one format.

For example:

· Provide captions and transcripts for all audio and video
· Use alt text and long descriptions for images, charts, and diagrams
· Pair visuals with text or verbal explanations; avoid colour alone for meaning
· Provide low-bandwidth or print-friendly alternatives to media-heavy resources

Diverse Representation

Reflect a wide range of voices and perspectives in course content.

For example:

· Curate readings and media from authors with diverse cultural and lived experiences
· Integrate case studies from varied communities and contexts
· Use visuals and stories that represent multiple identities
· Invite learners to contribute examples or resources from their own contexts
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Access also depends on learners' ability to navigate tools and respond flexibly. Interaction includes how students demonstrate learning and engage with the technologies and resources that make participation possible.

Barriers can arise when:

· Tools or platforms are incompatible with assistive technologies
· Participation is limited to a single response format
· Navigation through course sites or tools is confusing
· Students cannot practice with tools before high-stakes use

To reduce these barriers, consider two areas:

Multiple Response Pathways

Give learners flexible ways to participate and demonstrate understanding.

For example:

· Where appropriate, provide assignment format options (written, oral, visual, multimedia)
· Enable varied modes of participation (speaking, writing, polling, collaborative docs)
· Allow individual or group participation depending on learner preference
· Provide anonymous or low-visibility ways to contribute to reduce pressure

Accessible Tools and Technologies

Ensure tools support equitable participation.

For example:

· Choose platforms compatible with assistive technologies (screen readers, keyboard navigation)
· Use built-in accessibility checkers to identify and address common accessibility issues
· Share documents in editable formats rather than PDFs alone
· Provide alternatives if a tool is not fully accessible (e.g., a text version of a simulation)
· Offer short guides or orientation tasks for tools before graded use


[bookmark: _Toc222897125]⏸️ Pause for Planning: Connect Access to Your Pinch Point

In your U Design Learning Action Planner docx, return to the pinch point you identified in Module 1. Ask yourself:

· How do learners first engage with this pinch point?
· Where might access barriers be shaping this challenge?
· Are learners' identities, interests, or goals reflected in this part of the course?
· Are there multiple ways to perceive and process the content?
· Are there flexible pathways for interaction and participation?
· What small adjustment could I test to reduce an access barrier or create a stronger entry point?

If you feel stuck or need inspiration, explore the Access Strategy Library on the CTSI website. It offers a wider range of practical strategies aligned with the categories introduced here.


Record your thoughts in the Access section of your Action Planner. You don't need full solutions yet—just observations about where access may be influencing your pinch point.
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Designing for access ensures learners can enter into learning and bring their whole selves to the experience.

Next, you'll explore support—the scaffolds that sustain engagement and build understanding once learners are in the flow of learning.
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Support is about sustaining learners once they've entered a course. Even when access barriers are reduced, students can disengage if goals are unclear, tasks feel overwhelming, feedback is delayed, or communication practices feel exclusionary.

Research on student engagement shows that persistence is strengthened when learners see the value of outcomes, experience belonging, and receive timely, actionable feedback (Groen & Germain-Rutherford, 2021). Recent work by Burke and Fanshawe (2024) adds that diverse student populations benefit from both internal supports (such as planning and study strategies) and external supports (such as clear course design, accessible resources, and staff communication). Their study found that flexible, multi-pronged supports grounded in UDL and pedagogical care can strengthen student persistence, retention, and engagement.

Designing for support means creating structures that motivate, clarify, and scaffold learning so that all students can persist and succeed. In the CAST UDL Guidelines 3.0 (2024), the support scaffold is organized into three design areas: sustaining effort and persistence, language and symbols, and expression and communication.

[image: The second scaffold: Support.]
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Sustaining effort involves designing conditions that support motivation, belonging, and growth over time.

Barriers often arise when:

· Goals are vague or disconnected from learners' experiences
· Expectations are high but supports are insufficient
· Group work is unstructured or inequitable
· Students feel isolated or excluded from the community
· Feedback is delayed or overly general

To reduce these barriers, consider five areas:

Clarifying Goals

Make outcomes clear, purposeful, and motivating.

For example:

· State goals in plain language and connect them to professional or community contexts
· Post learning outcomes in assignment descriptions and module overviews
· Reinforce purpose throughout a course (e.g., weekly announcements linking activities to goals)

Challenge and Support

Balance high expectations with scaffolds for success.

For example:

· Sequence tasks from simple to complex, using prerequisites or staged milestones
· Offer multiple attempts on low-stakes assessments to encourage productive struggle
· Embed hints, worked examples, or study guides in course materials

Collaborative and Collective Learning

Build structures for shared responsibility and interdependence.

For example:

· Design group roles and rotate responsibilities
· Use collaborative platforms (OneDrive, Quercus Groups) for co-created outputs
· Scaffold peer review with guiding questions or rubrics

Belonging and Community

Foster respect, recognition, and connection.

For example:

· Co-create community agreements for classroom norms
· Invite students to introduce themselves and share perspectives
· Use regular check-ins or low-stakes reflections to encourage engagement and build trust

Action-Oriented Feedback

Provide feedback that is specific, timely, and tied to next steps.

For example:

· Use SpeedGrader to give text, audio, or video feedback
· Provide draft checkpoints with actionable suggestions before final deadlines
· Highlight both strengths and growth areas using rubrics
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Language and symbols are central to how learners make sense of information. Barriers arise when vocabulary, notation, or communication practices are assumed to be transparent.

Barriers can appear when:

· Technical terms are used without explanation
· Instructions are complex or ambiguous
· Learners struggle to decode notation or symbolic systems
· Linguistic diversity is ignored or devalued
· Biases in language reinforce exclusion

To reduce these barriers, consider five areas:

Vocabulary and Clarity

Make language structures transparent and accessible.

For example:

· Provide glossaries for key terms and disciplinary vocabulary
· Break down complex instructions into shorter steps
· Use plain language alongside technical terms

Decoding and Notation

Support learners in working with text, symbols, and notation.

For example:

· Use Quercus math editor or LaTeX consistently for notation
· Provide text-to-speech or Immersive Reader for reading support
· Share annotated examples showing how to interpret equations or data sets

Cross-Language Understanding

Validate linguistic diversity and foster respect across dialects and languages.

For example:

· Enable captions and auto-translation in Teams or Zoom
· Invite students to connect key course terms with translations in their own languages
· Normalize translation tool use and discuss strengths and limitations

Addressing Bias in Language

Challenge assumptions and exclusionary uses of language.

For example:

· Review course materials for biased or stereotypical phrasing
· Highlight inclusive terminology in rubrics and assignment prompts
· Encourage students to reflect on how language shapes meaning

Illustrating with Media

Use multiple forms of representation to reinforce meaning.

For example:

· Add diagrams, visuals, or recordings to clarify complex concepts
· Pair written explanations with short video demonstrations
· Provide transcripts and captions for multimedia
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Expression refers to how students demonstrate knowledge and communicate ideas. Barriers appear when expression is limited to one format, when tools for creation are restricted, or when communication practices devalue certain modes.

Barriers can arise when:

· Only written text is accepted for assignments
· Learners have limited access to tools for multimodal creation
· Opportunities to practise are scarce before high-stakes tasks
· Certain communication styles are undervalued or excluded

To reduce these barriers, consider four areas:

Multimedia for Communication

Support learners in choosing how they express knowledge.

For example:

· Where appropriate, allow assignment submissions in multiple formats (essay, video, podcast, infographic)
· Use Quercus to enable varied submission options (file upload, text entry, media)
· Provide structured supports for presentations (e.g., rehearsal prompts or live/recorded options)

Tools for Creation and Composition

Give learners varied ways to build and demonstrate knowledge.

For example:

· Provide templates, exemplars, or scaffolded outlines for assignments
· Encourage collaborative authoring in OneDrive
· Support digital multimedia creation with clear expectations, examples, and guidance

Building Fluency

Support practice and development of skills with scaffolds and feedback.

For example:

· Provide low-stakes practice tasks before high-stakes assessments
· Use peer review to build iterative improvement
· Encourage revision and resubmission where possible

Inclusive Communication Practices

Reduce barriers by valuing diverse modes of communication.

For example:

· Accept oral, written, or visual responses in discussions
· Use anonymous contributions for sensitive topics
· Normalize multiple ways of participating (speaking, chat, polls)
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In your U Design Learning Action Planner docx, return to the pinch point you identified in Module 1. Ask yourself:

· How clear and purposeful are the goals in this part of my course?
· Are tasks scaffolded with the right balance of challenge and support?
· Do learners experience belonging and collective responsibility here?
· Are vocabulary, symbols, and instructions transparent?
· Do students have multiple ways to express knowledge and receive feedback?
· What small adjustment could I test to reduce a support barrier and strengthen persistence?

If you'd like more ideas, explore the Support Strategy Library on the CTSI website. It expands on the categories introduced here with additional strategies you can adapt to your context.

Record your observations in the Support section of your Action Planner. You don't need to decide on changes yet—just note where support structures might be influencing your pinch point.
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Designing for support sustains learners once they've entered the course.

Next, you'll explore executive function—the scaffolds that help students plan, monitor, and strategize as they take greater ownership of their learning.
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Executive functions (EF) are the mental processes that help learners plan, focus, remember instructions, and juggle multiple tasks. The Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University (2011) describes EF as the "air traffic control for the brain" allowing us to filter distractions, prioritize tasks, set and achieve goals, and control impulses.

Brown (2025) identifies six interrelated EF domains: activation, focus, action, emotions, memory, and effort. Difficulties in any one area can disrupt learning. For example, trouble with activation can make it hard to get started, while challenges with memory may affect following directions or recalling content. Stress and trauma can further overwhelm EF, drawing resources away from higher-level thinking and toward immediate stressors (Shields et al., 2016).

The CAST UDL Guidelines 3.0 (2024) frame executive function as the third major scaffold for learning, alongside access and support. Designing for EF means building in structures that help learners reflect on progress, make sense of knowledge, and develop strategies for planning and persistence. In this module, we explore three design areas: emotional capacity (reflecting), building knowledge (knowing), and strategy development (strategizing).

[image: The third scaffold: Executive function]
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Emotional capacity shapes how learners regulate motivation, emotions, and self-awareness in the learning process. When expectations feel unclear, when bias undermines safety, or when reflection is absent, learners may struggle to sustain engagement.

Barriers often arise when:

· Learners doubt their ability to succeed or lack motivation
· Classroom norms do not support self-expression or empathy
· Reflection focuses only on grades rather than growth
· Exclusionary language or practices erode psychological safety

To reduce these barriers, consider four areas:

Expectations and Motivation

Recognize and build on learner motivation and beliefs.

For example:

· Set high but realistic expectations, framed as achievable
· Share stories of growth and persistence in your discipline
· Connect tasks to learners' goals and identities

Awareness of Self and Others

Support empathy, perspective-taking, and self-awareness.

For example:

· Use perspective-taking activities (e.g., role play, case studies)
· Build metacognitive check-ins where learners assess their approach
· Incorporate identity-affirming practices into participation

Reflection

Encourage learners to reflect on progress, strategies, and experiences.

For example:

· Prompt self-assessments before and after assignments
· Use journals or discussion boards for learners to track growth
· Include reflection prompts in feedback forms

Empathy and Restorative Practices

Cultivate inclusive, respectful, and restorative approaches.

For example:

· Co-create community agreements that emphasize respect
· Use restorative practices (circles, dialogues) to address conflict
· Recognize and validate diverse contributions
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Executive function also supports how learners organize and make sense of information. Without scaffolds for activation, processing, and transfer, new ideas may feel disconnected or overwhelming.

Barriers can appear when:

· New content is introduced without activating prior knowledge
· Key ideas are buried in dense materials
· Learners struggle to organize or process large amounts of information
· Transfer across contexts is not encouraged

To reduce these barriers, consider four areas:

Activating Background Knowledge

Connect new ideas to what learners already know.

For example:

· Use polls, brainstorming, or Know-Wonder-Learned (KWL) charts to activate prior knowledge
· Ask learners to share experiences connected to course topics
· Provide brief bridging activities before complex tasks (e.g., previews or low-stakes practice)

Highlighting Key Ideas

Make critical concepts clear and memorable.

For example:

· Use guiding questions and advance organizers (e.g., outlines or concept maps)
· Highlight and repeat key terms or concepts in multiple formats
· Provide end-of-class summaries or concept maps

Information Processing and Visualization

Support learners in organizing and making sense of content.

For example:

· Provide graphic organizers (e.g., flowcharts, diagrams, or structured templates) for complex processes
· Use visuals (charts, diagrams) alongside text explanations
· Scaffold note-taking with outlines or templates

Transfer and Generalization

Help learners apply knowledge across contexts.

For example:

· Use case studies from varied settings
· Prompt learners to connect concepts across disciplines
· Include reflection prompts on “how could this apply elsewhere?”
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Strategizing is about learners planning, managing resources, and monitoring progress. Without explicit scaffolds, students may struggle to set goals, organize tasks, or persist through challenges.

Barriers can arise when:

· Goals are vague or too ambitious
· Tasks feel overwhelming without planning support
· Learners lack strategies for managing resources and time
· Progress is visible only at final grading
· Exclusionary practices undermine equitable participation

To reduce these barriers, consider five areas:

Goal-Setting

Help learners set clear and achievable goals.

For example:

· Model how to set SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, time-bound) goals for assignments
· Provide goal-setting templates for projects
· Build in opportunities to revise goals based on feedback

Planning

Support learners in breaking down tasks and planning their approach.

For example:

· Break major assignments into smaller milestones
· Share sample timelines for long-term projects
· Encourage learners to map out study schedules

Resource Management

Help learners organize information and tools.

For example:

· Provide checklists for materials or steps in assignments
· Centralize course resources in Quercus
· Teach strategies for digital file organization

Monitoring Progress

Give learners ways to track and evaluate their learning.

For example:

· Use built-in course tools (e.g., module requirements or to-do lists) to help learners track progress
· Prompt learners to complete self-checks after assignments
· Provide rubrics with criteria that learners can track themselves

Challenging Exclusionary Practices

Address systemic barriers and build inclusive communities.

For example:

· Invite dialogue about barriers that may shape participation
· Encourage learners to share challenges and advocate for adjustments
· Use inclusive policies (flexible deadlines, varied participation)
· Regularly invite and act on feedback about classroom inclusion


[bookmark: _Toc222897139]⏸️ Pause for Planning: Connect Executive Function to Your Pinch Point

In your U Design Learning Action Planner docx, return to the pinch point you identified in Module 1. Ask yourself:

· Where do learners struggle most with activation, focus, action, emotions, memory, or effort in this part of the course?
· How might challenges with motivation, belonging, or reflection shape the pinch point?
· Are there scaffolds for processing and making sense of key ideas?
· Do students have strategies for planning, monitoring progress, and managing resources?
· What small adjustment could I test to support executive function and reduce this pinch point?

If you'd like more ideas, explore the Executive Function Strategy Library on the CTSI website. It expands on the categories introduced here with additional strategies you can adapt to your teaching context.

Record your observations in the Executive Function section of your Action Planner.
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Designing for executive function helps learners take ownership of their progress through reflection, knowledge-building, and strategy use.

In the next module, you'll shift from scaffolds to Module 4: UDL Guidelines 3.0 as a Design Menu, where you'll explore CAST's guidelines as a flexible menu of options to inspire your next iteration of design.
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Listen to a 90-second audio framing that highlights how access, support, and executive function scaffolds strengthen learner persistence and success.

Transcript

In this module, you've been looking at your pinch point through three scaffolds: access, support, and executive function.

If Module 2 focused on the structure of your course, Module 3 focused on what helps learners enter, persist, and take ownership of their learning.

· Access asks: Can learners get started?
· Support asks: Can they stay engaged and make meaning?
· Executive function asks: Do they have the structures to plan, monitor, and adapt?

When one of these scaffolds is missing or uneven, learning can stall—not because students lack ability, but because the supports around the learning are unclear or inconsistent.

The goal here isn't to add more. It's to strengthen what matters most.

· Where might learners hesitate?
· Where might they lose momentum?
· Where might planning or clarity break down?

Choose one small adjustment that strengthens a scaffold at your pinch point. A Plus-One that adds clarity or flexibility. Or a Minus-One that removes confusion or overload.

Scaffolds don't lower expectations or essential learning outcomes. They make success more visible and attainable.

And as always, you're not aiming for perfection. You're testing, noticing, and refining.

That’s how scaffolds become part of an intentional design practice.
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In Module 1, you identified a pinch point—a course element where expectations, activities, or assessments may not fully support the range of learners in your class. In Module 2, you examined that pinch point through the lens of methods, materials, and environments. In this module, you extended your analysis by examining how access, support, and executive function scaffolds shape learner entry, persistence, and self-direction.

Along the way, you may have noticed "mini pinch points" connected to entry barriers (access), unclear or unsupported learning structures (support), or challenges with planning, motivation, or persistence (executive function).

Now it's time to move from analysis to action.

You don't need to fix everything at once. Instead, start with one small, intentional change—a Plus-One (adding an option) or a Minus-One (removing a barrier).

For example, if learners hesitate to begin complex assignments, a Plus-One might provide a short model or checklist, while a Minus-One might remove optional elements that distract from the learning outcomes.
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⏸️ Pause for Planning: Try One Thing

Return to your notes from 3.2, 3.3, and 3.4. Ask yourself:

· Which potential change feels both impactful for learners and feasible for me? Start with your circle of control—the choices directly within your teaching practice.
· Which scaffold (access, support, or executive function) is most connected to my pinch point?
· What is one small adjustment I could try?
· Plus-One: What's one additional option that would open up access or flexibility?
· Minus-One: What's one barrier I could remove to simplify or reduce overload?

Record your idea in the Try One Thing section of your Action Planner.

If you're not ready to commit yet, simply write "to be explored." Module 4 will provide even more strategies to revisit your pinch point.

Need implementation support? Connect with colleagues or your local teaching and learning centre.
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Small changes are most effective when they directly support learner persistence and success. A change that adds choice or removes a barrier is useful—but it has greater impact when it also connects to the deeper goals of your course.

Think of alignment as a three-way check:

· Learners: Does this adjustment address a real barrier my students face?
· Learning: Does it support the outcomes and skills I most want learners to develop?
· Values: Does it reflect the teaching values I want to model?

When these three are in sync, your Try One Thing is not just a small change—it becomes part of a larger, intentional design.

⏸️ Pause for Planning: Alignment Check

Before finalizing your Try One Thing, pause and hold it up against three quick questions. These act as a design filter to help you gauge whether the change is truly purposeful:

· What barriers am I reducing or creating?
· How am I welcoming learner variability?
· Does my design align with my values, goals, and outcomes?

If the answers feel clear and positive, you can move forward knowing your adjustment is both practical and meaningful.
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Trying one thing is less about reaching an endpoint and more about beginning a cycle. After testing your scaffold, pause to consider what you discovered—and what learners experienced:

· What worked better than expected?
· Where did students still encounter friction?
· What feedback—formal or informal—did you receive?

Proactive scaffolds reduce barriers, but they do not eliminate the need for responsive adjustment. UDL works best when proactive supports are paired with refinements informed by student feedback and ongoing dialogue.

Even a brief follow-up—"Here's what I tried, here's what I noticed, here's what I'll adjust"—shows students their input matters and helps you refine scaffolds while maintaining essential learning outcomes.
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With Module 3 complete, you've connected your pinch point to access, support, and executive function scaffolds.

In Module 4, you'll turn to the UDL Guidelines 3.0 as a Design Menu, where CAST's 36 considerations become a flexible set of options to inspire your next design iteration.
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[bookmark: _Toc222897148]Congratulations!

You've reached the end of Module 3: Designing Scaffolds: Access, Support, Executive Function. By completing this module, you have:

· Recognized how access, support, and executive function scaffolds shape learner entry, persistence, and self-direction;
· Identified specific barriers connected to each scaffold area and where they surface in your course or context; and
· Proposed one initial design or redesign strategy for your pinch point using ASE lenses.
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Welcome to Module 4: UDL Guidelines 3.0 as a Design Menu.

This module introduces the third approach to UDL: leveraging the CAST UDL Guidelines 3.0 (2024) as a menu of design options. Just like a menu, you don't need to order everything at once—you can select a few options that best fit your teaching context.

Returning to your Module 1 pinch point, you will now consider it through the three UDL principles—engagement (the why of learning), representation (the what of learning), and action and expression (the how of learning). You will notice guideline numbers throughout this module; the whole number refers to a broader cluster, and the decimal indicates a specific design consideration within that cluster.

The goal is not a full redesign but thoughtful sampling, testing, and refinement. As you explore the menu, consider how these design options can be paired with student feedback and adjusted over time to strengthen access and learning.

Learning Outcomes

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

· Recognize how engagement, representation, and action and expression shape learner experience;
· Identify potential barriers across these three principles; and
· Propose one initial design or redesign strategy for your pinch point using the UDL Guidelines 3.0 as a design menu within your U Design Learning Action Plan.
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This module consists of seven pages. Use the "Next" and "Previous" buttons at the bottom of the page to navigate through the content.

· 4.1 Introducing Module 4 (you are here)
· 4.2 Designing à la Carte
· 4.3 Appetizers: Engagement
· 4.4 Entrées: Representation
· 4.5 Desserts: Action and Expression
· 4.6 Try One Thing: UDL Guidelines 3.0 Menu
· 4.7 Module 4 References and Resources
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On this page:

· Sampling from the Menu
· Why à la carte?
· Pedagogical Commitments
· Coming Up Next
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The CAST UDL Guidelines 3.0 (2024) outline 9 guidelines and 36 considerations for reducing barriers and strengthening learner agency. Think of them as a menu of design options. You're not expected to "order everything." Instead, the goal is to browse, sample, and select the pieces that best fit your teaching context.

Just like dining out, you might follow your cravings:

· Efficiency: Smoother workflows, fewer repetitive questions, clearer navigation
· Engagement: More lively discussion, stronger participation, sustained persistence
· Accessibility: Resources that work well with captions, screen readers, transcripts, or multiple formats
· Assessment: Flexible ways for students to show learning beyond essays and exams
· Community: Stronger belonging, trust, and connection among learners
· Confidence: Clarity in design so students know what's expected and feel capable

The point is to let curiosity guide you. Explore the menu, notice what stands out, and connect those options back to the pinch point you identified in Module 1.

The UDL Guidelines 3.0 are grounded in research from the learning sciences and cognitive neuroscience. They highlight how engagement, representation, and action and expression connect to the brain's affective, recognition, and strategic networks. This science-based foundation ensures the menu is both practical and research-informed.
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The guidelines are meant to inspire—not overwhelm. As Merry (2024) reminds us, UDL works best when changes are intentional and iterative. You don't need to take it all in one bite. Even a small shift, like offering one more option for representation or refining a single assessment, can have an outsized impact.

At the same time, equity-focused writers such as Chardin & Novak (2021) and Martin, Wray & Krupa (2025) emphasize that barriers are environmental, not individual. Browsing the UDL menu is a way to spot those environmental barriers and choose options that open access across lines of identity, culture, and circumstance.
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The UDL guidelines also play well with other approaches to teaching and learning. As Stein (2024) notes, combining UDL with restorative practices fosters community and belonging. Similarly, Couros & Novak (2019) highlight how UDL can power innovation and learner agency.

When you look at the menu, you may also notice connections to your pedagogical commitments—the values and orientations that shape your teaching. The examples below illustrate how pedagogical values translate into concrete UDL-informed design decisions. They show that engaging with UDL is not just about techniques—it is a way of enacting the commitments many educators already hold.

Equity and Justice

· Equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI): Designing with fairness, accessibility, and broad participation at the core
· Culturally responsive and anti-racist pedagogy: Embedding learners' cultural and linguistic practices as assets while actively addressing racial inequities
· Indigeneity, decolonization, or reconciliation: Centring Indigenous knowledges, unsettling colonial practices, and advancing truth and reconciliation
· Social justice and intersectionality: Situating learning in broader conversations about fairness, overlapping identities, and systemic barriers

Humanizing Pedagogies

· Pedagogies of kindness, care, and compassion: Teaching in ways that acknowledge learners' humanity and lived realities
· Trauma-informed and restorative practices: Fostering safety, healing, and relational accountability in the classroom
· Well-being pedagogy: Connecting academic success with mental health, balance, and sustainable learning practices

Design for Variability

· Neurodiversity and cognitive justice: Honouring diverse ways of thinking, processing, and demonstrating learning
· Inclusive design and accessibility-first pedagogy: Ensuring environments, assessments, and materials are designed for broad access from the start

Innovation and Futures

· Innovation and design-oriented pedagogy: Experimenting with new tools, methods, or formats to enhance learner agency
· GenAI pedagogies: Designing for the opportunities and challenges of generative AI as a learning partner
· Sustainability pedagogy: Linking course design with environmental and global responsibility
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Over the next three pages, we'll explore the menu in three menu courses:

· Appetizers: Engagement
· Entrées: Representation
· Desserts: Action and Expression

As you move through each section, keep your pinch point in mind. Ask yourself:

· Which options on the menu feel doable?
· Which ones spark curiosity?
· Which ones align with my commitments as an educator?
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· Pairings and Combos with Engagement
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· Pause for Planning: Select Your Appetizers
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Engagement is the why of learning—how learners are motivated, invested, and sustained in their efforts. According to Meyer et al. (2026) and the CAST UDL Guidelines 3.0 (2024), engagement reflects the brain's affective networks, which regulate interest, persistence, and emotions. Affective networks vary widely across learners—what motivates one student may leave another disengaged. Designing with flexibility helps welcome that variability.

Learners often wonder: Why should I care about this? Engagement addresses this question by creating conditions that spark motivation, connection, and belonging.

Engagement is one of the three principles of UDL, often represented as the green column on the left of the UDL Guidelines 3.0 graphic. Within the framework, engagement includes 3 guidelines and 13 considerations. The numbering reflects continuity with earlier versions of the guidelines, which is why this principle begins with Guideline 7 rather than Guideline 1. These guidelines highlight multiple pathways for welcoming learners into meaningful engagement while reducing barriers to interest, persistence, and self-direction.

[image: Affective networks of the brain.]

Welcoming Interests and Identities (Guideline 7)

· Optimize choice and autonomy (7.1)
· Optimize relevance, value, and authenticity (7.2)
· Nurture joy and play (7.3)
· Address biases, threats, and distractions (7.4)

Sustaining Effort and Persistence (Guideline 8)

· Clarify the meaning and purpose of goals (8.1)
· Optimize challenge and support (8.2)
· Foster collaboration, interdependence, and collective learning (8.3)
· Foster belonging and community (8.4)
· Offer action-oriented feedback (8.5)

Emotional Capacity (Guideline 9)

· Recognize expectations, beliefs, and motivations (9.1)
· Develop awareness of self and others (9.2)
· Promote individual and collective reflection (9.3)
· Cultivate empathy and restorative practices (9.4)
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We start with engagement because, like an appetizer, it draws learners into the experience. Just as a meal begins with something that sparks appetite, learning begins with conditions that spark curiosity, connection, and belonging.

This principle draws on the brain's affective networks, which shape emotion and motivation. Without multiple options, learners may never reach the entrée (representation) or dessert (action and expression). Providing multiple ways into engagement ensures learners are ready for the next course of learning.
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[bookmark: _Toc222897162]Barriers to Engagement

Scholarship across UDL and equity literature highlights common barriers to engagement:

· Relevance and belonging: When examples are culturally narrow or disconnected, learners may feel invisible or unmotivated (Chardin & Novak, 2021; Martin et al., 2025)
· Agency and choice: Overly rigid tasks can undermine autonomy and stifle creativity (Couros & Novak, 2019)
· Identity and equity: Learners encounter systemic barriers when teaching ignores race, culture, or linguistic diversity (Martin et al., 2025)
· Motivation and regulation: Students under stress or without strategies for persistence may disengage quickly (Stein, 2024; Merry, 2024)
· Feedback and recognition: Inconsistent, vague, or inaccessible feedback can erode motivation (Merry, 2025)
· Joy and play: When learning environments are continuously high-stakes, opportunities for joy and play (7.3) can be lost, limiting creativity and engagement.

These barriers align with the engagement guidelines—whether by limiting choice (Guideline 7), making goals unclear (Guideline 8), or overlooking reflection and motivation (Guideline 9).

What other barriers to engagement have you noticed in your teaching context?


[bookmark: _Toc222897163]Pairings and Combos with Engagement

If this were a menu, you might choose one appetizer—or sample a few together for a richer experience. Similarly, engagement options often work best in combination. For example:

· Pairing choice (7.1) with collaboration (8.3) invites both autonomy and community
· Combining authenticity (7.2) with action-oriented feedback (8.5) reinforces motivation through meaningful progress
· Linking self-awareness (9.2) with addressing threats (7.4) helps learners build resilience while feeling safe
· Pairing joy and play (7.3) with belonging (8.4) creates safe, inclusive spaces where fun and community go hand-in-hand.

Even within one principle, these combinations reduce friction and create momentum.

Pairing Example: Designing for Motivation and Belonging

In a large first-year course, students choose between a podcast, infographic, or written brief (choice, 7.1) and collaborate in small teams (collaboration, 8.3). The project connects to a real-world issue they care about (authenticity, 7.2), with structured feedback midway (8.5). Together, these pairings support both autonomy and belonging, helping sustain effort over time.


[bookmark: _Toc222897164]How U of T's Academic Toolbox Supports Engagement

The CTSI UDL in Practice strategy libraries highlight how U of T's Academic Toolbox can support engagement. Here are examples for each guideline:

Welcoming Interests and Identities (Guideline 7)

· Quercus Announcements: Personalize relevance by connecting course material to current events
· Hypothesis: Collaborative annotation tool to support autonomy and voice
· Quercus Home Page: Reduce distraction by surfacing key content and start-here links

Sustaining Effort and Persistence (Guideline 8)

· iClicker, Microsoft Forms, Teams, or Zoom Polls: Clarify goals by checking understanding in real time
· Quercus Groups: Foster collaboration, interdependence, and peer accountability
· Quercus SpeedGrader: Offer clear, action-oriented feedback

Emotional Capacity (Guideline 9)

· Microsoft OneNote: Support reflection through digital learning journals
· Quercus Calendar: Help learners set and track goals over time
· Peer Review in Quercus: Encourage co-regulation, empathy, and collective efficacy

For more strategies, explore:

· Designing for Welcoming Interests and Identities (Guideline 7)
· Designing for Sustaining Effort and Persistence (Guideline 8)
· Designing for Emotional Capacity (Guideline 9)


[bookmark: _Toc222897165]⏸️ Pause for Planning: Select Your Appetizers

In your U Design Learning Action Planner docx, return to the pinch point you identified in Module 1. Ask yourself:

· Where do barriers to engagement surface in your teaching context?
· Which of the 13 engagement considerations could help reduce those barriers?
· Select the engagement consideration(s) that resonate with your teaching.

On the next page, you will explore how engagement can combine with representation for even stronger effects.


[bookmark: _Toc222897166]4.4 Entrées: Representation

On this page:

· Defining Representation
· Why Entrées?
· Barriers to Representation
· Pairings and Combos with Representation
· How U of T's Academic Toolbox Supports Representation
· Pause for Planning: Select Your Entrées


[bookmark: _Toc222897167]Defining Representation

Representation is the what of learning—how information is presented and how learners perceive, understand, and make meaning from it. According to Meyer et al. (2026) and the CAST UDL Guidelines 3.0 (2024), representation reflects the brain's recognition networks, which handle perceiving patterns, comprehending language/symbols, and organizing incoming information. Recognition networks vary widely—what is clear for one learner may be confusing or inaccessible for another.

Learners differ widely in how they perceive and comprehend information, whether because of sensory differences, language backgrounds, or cultural perspectives. These differences must be honoured and valued in course design.

Learners often wonder: How will I make sense of this? Representation addresses this question by ensuring information is accessible, meaningful, and reflective of diverse perspectives and ways of knowing.

Representation is one of the three UDL principles, often shown as the purple column in the centre of the UDL Guidelines 3.0 graphic. Within this framework, representation includes 3 guidelines and 12 considerations (numbering follows the CAST table). These guidelines highlight multiple pathways for learners to perceive, comprehend, and apply information without barriers.

[image: Recognition networks of the brain.]

Perception (Guideline 1)

· Support opportunities to customize the display of information (1.1)
· Support multiple ways to perceive information (1.2)
· Represent a diversity of perspectives and identities in authentic ways (1.3)

Language and Symbols (Guideline 2)

· Clarify vocabulary, symbols, and language structures (2.1)
· Support decoding of text, mathematical notation, and symbols (2.2)
· Cultivate understanding and respect across languages and dialects (2.3)
· Address biases in the use of language and symbols (2.4)
· Illustrate through multiple media (2.5)

Building Knowledge (Guideline 3)

· Connect prior knowledge to new learning (3.1)
· Highlight and explore patterns, critical features, big ideas, and relationships (3.2)
· Cultivate multiple ways of knowing and making meaning (3.3)
· Maximize transfer and generalization (3.4)


[bookmark: _Toc222897168]Why Entrées?

Representation is the entrée—the main course that nourishes understanding. Appetizers (engagement) invite learners to the table; the entrée makes the learning substantive by clarifying information, language, and meaning so it can be worked with and retained.

This principle draws on the brain's recognition networks, which process patterns, symbols, and meaning. Without multiple options, learners risk missing the main course. Providing multiple representations ensures every learner can make sense of the meal.
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[bookmark: _Toc222897169]Barriers to Representation

Research in UDL and allied literatures surfaces recurring barriers that block comprehension and meaning-making:

· Format rigidity: Information offered in a single modality (e.g., text-only or audio-only) limits access (Meyer et al., 2026)
· Language complexity: Dense syntax, heavy jargon, or unexplained symbols raise cognitive load (Martin, Wray & Krupa, 2025)
· Cultural/linguistic narrowness: When examples, metaphors, or images fail to reflect people, cultures, identities, or ways of knowing, learners may struggle to connect meaningfully (Chardin & Novak, 2021)
· Bias in language/symbols: Terms or visuals that encode bias undermine trust and belonging (Chardin & Novak, 2021; Martin et al., 2025)
· Unstructured content: Lack of signposting for patterns, big ideas, and relationships makes processing and retention harder (Merry, 2024)
· Weak transfer: Learners aren't prompted to connect new knowledge to prior learning or future contexts (Stein, 2024)

What other barriers to representation have you noticed in your teaching context?


[bookmark: _Toc222897170]Pairings and Combos with Representation

Within Representation

If this were a menu, you could select a single entrée to focus on—or combine several for a fuller learning experience. Within representation, pairings strengthen clarity, inclusivity, and meaning-making:

· Pairing customizable displays (1.1) with clarified vocabulary (2.1) ensures learners can both access information and understand it clearly
· Combining multiple ways to perceive information (1.2) with illustrating through multiple media (2.5) strengthens comprehension across modalities
· Linking diverse perspectives and identities (1.3) with addressing bias in symbols (2.4) promotes equity and authenticity in how knowledge is represented
· Pairing connecting prior knowledge (3.1) with highlighting big ideas (3.2) makes new content easier to process and retain
· Combining multiple ways of knowing (3.3) with maximizing transfer (3.4) ensures learners can apply knowledge across contexts

Across Principles

Entrées are most powerful when complemented by another course component—such as an appetizer (engagement) or dessert (action and expression). Representation works especially well when paired with engagement:

Representation + Engagement

· Pairing clear goals (8.1) with highlighting patterns (3.2) aligns motivation with clarity of meaning
· Combining joy and play (7.3) with illustrating through multiple media (2.5) sparks curiosity while supporting comprehension
· Linking feedback for persistence (8.5) with building background knowledge (3.1) helps learners see progress as they connect old and new learning
· Pairing belonging and community (8.4) with diverse perspectives and identities (1.3) strengthens authenticity and inclusion

Even a single entrée can nourish learning, but thoughtful pairings, whether within representation or between representation and engagement, create stronger, more durable understanding.

Pairing Example: Clarifying Meaning Across Modalities

In a flipped classroom, key ideas are introduced through short videos with captions and transcripts (2.5), supported by visual organizers highlighting big concepts (3.2). Terminology is clarified through a shared glossary (2.1), and learners connect new content to prior knowledge through brief prompts (3.1). These representation pairings increase clarity and support deeper meaning-making.


[bookmark: _Toc222897171]How U of T's Academic Toolbox Supports Representation

The CTSI UDL in Practice strategy libraries map local tools to these considerations. Here are examples for each guideline:

Perception (Guideline 1)

· Quercus Accessibility Checker: Identify and address issues with headings, tables, and alt text
· Microsoft Immersive Reader: Adjustable text and audio options
· Microsoft Clipchamp: Provide text alternatives for media and choose imagery that authentically reflects diverse identities

Language and Symbols (Guideline 2)

· Hypothesis: Collaborative annotation tool to clarify terms, symbols, and structures
· Quercus Rich Content Editor: Add glossaries, captioned visuals, and layered explanations
· Microsoft Immersive Reader: Cultivate cross-language understanding and respect

Building Knowledge (Guideline 3)

· Quercus Modules and Pages: Connect prior knowledge and spotlight patterns and relationships
· Microsoft Whiteboard: Visualize processes and systems and compare perspectives
· Library Reading Lists: Curate diverse sources and applied cases to support transfer

For more strategies, explore:

· Designing for Perception (Guideline 1)
· Designing for Language and Symbols (Guideline 2)
· Designing for Building Knowledge (Guideline 3)


[bookmark: _Toc222897172]⏸️ Pause for Planning: Select Your Entrées

In your U Design Learning Action Planner docx, return to the pinch point you identified in Module 1. Ask yourself:

· Where do barriers to representation surface in your teaching context?
· Which of the 12 representation considerations could help reduce those barriers?
· Select the representation considerations that resonate with your teaching. You may choose a single option or pair one of these with the engagement considerations you highlighted in 4.3.


[bookmark: _Toc222897173]4.5 Desserts: Action and Expression

On this page:

· Defining Action and Expression
· Why Desserts?
· Barriers to Action and Expression
· Pairings and Combos with Action and Expression
· How U of T's Academic Toolbox Supports Action and Expression
· Pause for Planning: Select Your Desserts


[bookmark: _Toc222897174]Defining Action and Expression

Action and expression are the how of learning—the ways learners navigate, respond, and demonstrate what they know. According to Meyer et al. (2026) and the CAST UDL Guidelines 3.0 (2024), action and expression reflect the brain's strategic networks, which support goal-setting, planning, organizing, and performing tasks.

Strategic networks vary widely—while one learner thrives on written expression, another may need multimodal tools, scaffolds, or alternative pathways. Learners also differ in how they plan and perform tasks, whether because of motor differences, access to technology, or familiarity with certain modes of expression.

Learners often wonder: How will I be able to show what I know? Action and expression address this question by offering multiple, supported pathways for demonstrating learning.

Action and expression are one of the three UDL principles, often shown as the blue column on the right of the UDL Guidelines 3.0 graphic. Within this framework, action and expression include 3 guidelines and 11 considerations. The numbering reflects continuity with earlier versions of the guidelines, which is why this principle begins with Guideline 4.
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Interaction (Guideline 4)

· Vary and honour the methods for response, navigation, and movement (4.1)
· Optimize access to accessible materials and assistive and accessible technologies and tools (4.2)

Expression and Communication (Guideline 5)

· Use multiple media for communication (5.1)
· Use multiple tools for construction, composition, and creativity (5.2)
· Build fluencies with graduated support for practice and performance (5.3)
· Address biases related to modes of expression and communication (5.4)

Strategy Development (Guideline 6)

· Set meaningful goals (6.1)
· Anticipate and plan for challenges (6.2)
· Organize information and resources (6.3)
· Enhance capacity for monitoring progress (6.4)
· Challenge exclusionary practices (6.5)


[bookmark: _Toc222897175]Why Desserts?

Desserts complete the meal. In UDL, action and expression complete the cycle of learning by allowing students to demonstrate understanding in ways that align with their strengths and stretch their skills. Like dessert, this stage can be joyful, satisfying, and memorable—but it can also feel intimidating if only one option is offered.

This principle draws on the brain's strategic networks, which guide planning, organizing, and performing tasks. When only a single mode of expression is required, some learners may struggle to translate their understanding into performance. Offering meaningful choice allows learners to draw on their strengths while developing new skills. Multiple modes of action and expression ensure every learner has a pathway to demonstrate understanding.
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[bookmark: _Toc222897176]Barriers to Action and Expression

Barriers surface when learners are limited in how they can act, communicate, or strategize:

· Restricted modes of expression: Requiring a single mode (e.g., essay-only) can exclude learners who thrive with alternative formats (Merry, 2025)
· Technology gaps: Inconsistent access to assistive or accessible technologies hinders equitable participation (Martin et al., 2025)
· Bias in evaluation: Valuing some modes of expression over others reinforces inequities (Chardin & Novak, 2021)
· Lack of scaffolds: Learners may disengage without graduated support for planning, practice, and performance (Stein, 2024)
· Weak strategy development: Without structures for goal-setting, reflection, or transfer, learners struggle to self-direct (Merry, 2024)

Importantly, flexibility should be guided by essential learning outcomes. In some courses, a particular mode of expression—such as academic writing, lab reporting, or oral presentation—is itself a core disciplinary skill. In those cases, UDL emphasizes scaffolding, feedback, and structured practice to help all learners develop that skill. When the mode is not the primary learning goal, however, offering meaningful options can reduce unnecessary barriers while maintaining academic rigour.

What other barriers to action and expression have you noticed in your teaching context?


[bookmark: _Toc222897177]Pairings and Combos with Action and Expression

Within Action & Expression

If this were a menu, you might choose a single dessert—or sample a few together for a more satisfying experience. Within action and expression, pairings often strengthen access and performance:

· Pairing varied navigation methods (4.1) with assistive technologies (4.2) ensures learners can both access materials and act effectively
· Combining multiple tools for creation (5.2) with bias-aware evaluation (5.4) honours diverse ways of communicating while addressing inequities
· Linking graduated support for practice (5.3) with organizing resources (6.3) scaffolds learners toward independence
· Pairing goal-setting (6.1) with monitoring progress (6.4) builds strategic competence and self-direction

Across Principles

Desserts also taste better when paired with other courses. Action and expression work especially well in combination with engagement and representation:

Action & Expression + Engagement

· Pairing joy and play (7.3) with multiple media for communication (5.1) invites creativity and lowers anxiety in how learners express themselves
· Combining clarity of goals (8.1) with goal-setting (6.1) ensures learners see both the why from the instructor and the how for their own planning
· Linking feedback for persistence (8.5) with graduated support for practice (5.3) builds both motivation and skill development

Action & Expression + Representation

· Pairing illustrating through multiple media (2.5) with tools for construction and creativity (5.2) supports learners in experimenting with multimodal ways of showing knowledge
· Combining diverse perspectives and identities (1.3) with challenging exclusionary practices (6.5) ensures assessments reflect diverse identities and ways of knowing
· Linking transfer and generalization (3.4) with monitoring progress (6.4) helps learners recognize growth across contexts and track their learning trajectory

Even a single dessert can be satisfying, but thoughtful pairings across menu courses create a more balanced learning experience.

Pairing Example: Flexible Demonstration with Strategic Support

For the first assessment, students may submit a written analysis, recorded presentation, or visual project (5.1). A shared rubric and planning checklist (6.1) support preparation, and draft feedback (8.5) helps refine work before final submission. These pairings balance creative flexibility with strategic support.


[bookmark: _Toc222897178]How U of T's Academic Toolbox Supports Action and Expression

The CTSI UDL in Practice strategy libraries connect action and expression considerations to U of T's Academic Toolbox. Examples include:

Interaction (Guideline 4)

· Quercus Quizzes: Vary question types (multiple choice, short answer, file upload, media) to honour diverse response methods (4.1)
· Quercus Modules and Pages: Provide flexible navigation with hyperlinks and chunked content (4.1)
· Quercus and Microsoft 365: Optimize access for all learners via keyboard navigation and built-in accessibility features (4.2)

Expression and Communication (Guideline 5)

· Quercus Assignments: Allow multiple submission formats (written, audio, video, images) to support flexible expression (5.1–5.2)
· Microsoft 365 and Clipchamp: Support multimodal construction and communication (5.1–5.2)
· Quercus Rubrics and SpeedGrader: Scaffold practice and provide clear, bias-aware feedback (5.3–5.4)

Strategy Development (Guideline 6)

· Quercus Calendar and To-Do Lists: Help learners set goals and organize resources (6.1–6.3)
· Quercus Gradebook: Support monitoring progress and milestones (6.4)
· Peer Review in Quercus: Build reflection, feedback, and inclusive evaluation practices (6.5)

For more strategies, explore:

· Designing for Interaction (Guideline 4)
· Designing for Expression and Communication (Guideline 5)
· Designing for Strategy Development (Guideline 6)


[bookmark: _Toc222897179]⏸️ Pause for Planning: Select Your Desserts

In your U Design Learning Action Planner docx, return to the pinch point you identified in Module 1. Ask yourself:

· Where do barriers to action and expression surface in your teaching context?
· Which of the 11 action and expression considerations could help reduce those barriers?
· Select the action and expression considerations that resonate with your teaching. You may choose a single option, pair considerations within this principle, or combine them with engagement and representation for your design.

As you complete this step, you now have a full menu of design options across engagement (appetizers), representation (entrées), and action and expression (desserts). On the next page, you will be invited to Try One Thing—a chance to choose a manageable change from your highlighted considerations and apply it directly to your pinch point.


[bookmark: _Toc222897180]4.6 Try One Thing: UDL Guidelines 3.0 Menu

On this page:

· Audio Framing 🎧 UDL Guidelines 3.0 as a Design Menu
· From Menu to Action
· Why Alignment Matters
· Feedback and Iteration
· Modeling UDL
· Continue Your UDL Journey


[bookmark: _Toc222897181]Audio Framing 🎧 UDL Guidelines 3.0 as a Design Menu

Listen to a 90-second audio framing that highlights how the UDL Guidelines 3.0 can support intentional, manageable design choices.

Transcript

In this module, you've explored the UDL Guidelines 3.0 as a design menu—a set of 9 guidelines and 36 considerations that offer multiple ways to reduce barriers and strengthen learning.

Like any menu, you're not expected to order everything.

The purpose is not coverage. It's selection.

As you browsed the engagement, representation, and action and expression guidelines, you may have noticed certain considerations standing out. Some may have felt immediately relevant. Others may have felt less applicable to your context—and that's okay.

The power of the UDL Guidelines is not in implementing all 36 considerations. It's in making intentional choices that align with your teaching goals and essential learning outcomes.

· Which option helps address the barrier at your pinch point?
· Which one feels manageable and meaningful right now?

Choose one consideration—or perhaps a pairing—and treat it as a small design experiment.

Test it. Notice what shifts. Listen to your learners. Refine.

The UDL Guidelines are not a checklist to complete. They are a flexible design resource you can return to over time.

That's how the menu becomes part of an ongoing design practice.


[bookmark: _Toc222897182]From Menu to Action

In Module 1, you identified a pinch point—a course element where learner and instructor variability, contextual factors, and barriers intersect. In Modules 2 and 3, you explored that pinch point through dimensions (methods, materials, environments) and scaffolds (access, support, executive function). Now, in Module 4, you've expanded your toolkit with the UDL Guidelines 3.0 menu, grounded in the learning sciences and cognitive neuroscience:

· Engagement (appetizers, Guidelines 7–9)
· Representation (entrées, Guidelines 1–3)
· Action and Expression (desserts, Guidelines 4–6)

Each principle offers guidelines and considerations that can reduce barriers and open pathways for learners. But you don't need to order everything at once. Like a meal, it's enough to choose one appetizer, entrée, or dessert—or pair a few items—that fit your context right now.
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⏸️ Pause for Planning: Try One Thing

Return to your notes from 4.3, 4.4, and 4.5. Ask yourself:

· Which of the considerations from the menu feels like the right starting place?
· Is there one option you could test on its own?
· Would a pairing across principles better address your barrier?
· What feels realistic and sustainable for your next teaching cycle?

Some instructors like to think of this as a Plus-One (adding one more option to increase access or flexibility). Others prefer a Minus-One (removing a barrier or unnecessary step that causes overload). Either approach works, as long as it helps reduce friction at your pinch point.

For example, if discussion participation feels uneven, a Plus-One might offer an additional way to contribute (such as a written response), while a Minus-One might reduce the number of required prompts to focus on deeper engagement.

Record your one consideration—or a combination—in the Try One Thing section of your U Design Learning Action Plan. Be specific about the barrier it addresses and why you chose it.

Need implementation support? Connect with colleagues or your local teaching and learning centre.


[bookmark: _Toc222897183]Why Alignment Matters

As in earlier modules, alignment keeps small changes purposeful. A new strategy is most effective when it not only removes a barrier but also connects to your values, teaching goals, and course outcomes.

Think of alignment as a compass that orients your design choices. A small change can drift unless it points toward three directions:

· Learners: Does this adjustment address a real barrier my students face?
· Learning: Does it reinforce the outcomes and skills at the heart of my course?
· Values: Does it reflect the commitments I want to model in my teaching?

When your compass points to all three, your Try One Thing becomes more than a small tweak—it becomes part of an intentional design practice.

⏸️ Pause for Planning: Alignment Check

Once you've chosen your Try One Thing, pause for a final alignment check. Use these three guiding questions to filter your choice:

· What barriers am I reducing or creating?
· How am I welcoming learner variability?
· Does my design align with my values, goals, and outcomes?

If the answers feel clear and positive, you can move forward knowing your adjustment is both practical and meaningful.


[bookmark: _Toc222897184]Feedback and Iteration

Selecting from the UDL menu is about starting a design cycle. After trying one guideline or pairing, pause to reflect:

· What shifted in student engagement, clarity, or performance?
· What surprised you?
· What would you refine next?

Proactive design choices open pathways, but responsive adjustment keeps those pathways aligned with learner variability. Student experiences and feedback are essential data in the design process.

When learners see you experimenting, listening, and adapting, they come to understand teaching and learning as shared, evolving practices. Iteration is not only about fixing problems—it's about strengthening alignment while preserving essential learning outcomes.
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Did you notice that this program modelled UDL?

In Module 1, we named a common barrier: many instructors at U of T wanted more scaffolding to connect the UDL Guidelines 3.0 to daily practice.

To address that, the program was designed to welcome variability—providing multiple pathways into UDL, layering examples, and supporting reflection through the U Design Learning Action Planner.

The three approaches you experienced mirror UDL itself:

· Methods, materials, and environments dimensions provided access;
· Access, support, and executive function scaffolds helped sustain learning; and
· The UDL Guidelines 3.0 menu invited you to plan strategically using a structured design framework.

Along the way, we also linked out to the CTSI UDL in Practice strategy libraries, now with over 800 strategies and counting—a living resource you can continue to explore and adapt.

In short, the UDL Foundations program was designed to be flexible, usable, and iterative—the same design values we hope you’ll carry into your teaching.
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Your UDL Foundations experience doesn't end here. Explore how colleagues across U of T are applying these ideas in practice and building accessible, inclusive, and usable learning experiences through the UDL Conversations and UDL Express series. Both series extend what you've explored here in UDL Foundations—connecting design principles to real teaching practice and continuous learning.

UDL Conversations

View video highlights and read summaries from UDL Conversations, where U of T instructors and staff share how they apply UDL in their teaching and professional contexts. Each conversation highlights everyday strategies, diverse perspectives, and practical insights you can adapt to your own courses.

UDL Express

Explore recordings and summaries from UDL Express—a series of short, practical sessions based on the SLIDE (styles, links, images, design, evaluation) framework, developed by Dr. Luis Pérez (CAST). Each session focuses on one element of accessible document design: styles, links, images, design, and evaluation.


[bookmark: _Toc222897187]4.7 Module 4 References and Resources

[bookmark: _Toc222897188]Congratulations!

You've reached the end of Module 4: UDL Guidelines 3.0 as a Design Menu. In this module, you sampled design options across the three UDL principles and explored how to apply them to your own teaching context. By completing this module, you have:

· Recognized how engagement, representation, and action and expression shape learner experiences;
· Identified potential barriers across these three principles; and
· Proposed one initial design or redesign strategy for your pinch point using the UDL Guidelines 3.0 as a menu of options.
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· Microsoft. (n.d.). Create a poll in Microsoft Teams.
· Stein, E. (2024). Humanizing classroom management: Restorative practices and Universal Design for Learning. CAST Professional Publishing.
· Zoom. (2025). Conducting polls in meetings.

U of T Resources

· CTSI Designing for Building Knowledge (Guideline 3)
· CTSI Designing for Emotional Capacity (Guideline 9)
· CTSI Designing for Expression and Communication (Guideline 5)
· CTSI Designing for Interaction (Guideline 4)
· CTSI Designing for Language and Symbols (Guideline 2)
· CTSI Designing for Perception (Guideline 1)
· CTSI Designing for Strategy Development (Guideline 6)
· CTSI Designing for Sustaining Effort and Persistence (Guideline 8)
· CTSI Designing for Welcoming Interests and Identities (Guideline 7)
· CTSI Quercus Quick Guide
· CTSI Teaching with Universal Design for Learning at U of T
· CTSI Tool Guides: Hypothesis
· CTSI Tool Guides: iClicker
· CTSI Tool Guides: Microsoft 365 Tools
· CTSI Tool Guides: Microsoft Clipchamp
· CTSI Tool Guides: Microsoft Forms
· CTSI Tool Guides: Microsoft Immersive Reader
· CTSI Tool Guides: Quercus Modules and Pages
· CTSI UDL Conversations
· CTSI UDL Course Design
· CTSI UDL Express
· CTSI UDL in Practice Strategy Libraries
· CTSI UDL Resources
· EASI Introduction to OneNote
· EASI Microsoft Whiteboard
· UTL Library Reading List
· UTM RGASC Universal Design for Learning (UDL)
· UTSC CTL Universal Design for Learning


[bookmark: _Toc222897190]Beyond UDLF

[bookmark: _Toc222897191]What's Next?

[bookmark: _Toc222897192]Congratulations!

You've completed the Universal Design for Learning Foundations (UDLF) self-paced learning program. Over the past four modules, you explored three approaches to UDL—designing dimensions, scaffolds, and the Guidelines as a design menu—while building your U Design Learning Action Plan. This plan is your living document: a place to experiment with small refinements, reflect on what works, and adapt over time.

Remember, UDL is an ongoing, iterative process. Proactive design, responsive adjustments, and student dialogue work together to reduce barriers and expand access over time. You don't need to redesign everything at once, and you are not alone—there is a growing community of colleagues at U of T and beyond also testing ideas, sharing strategies, and learning together. Every adjustment you try, no matter how small, contributes to more accessible, inclusive, and usable learning for your students.

Prefer an offline version of the program? The UDLF Content Reader PDF provides a single, accessible document containing all module content for future reference.

[bookmark: _Toc222897193]UDLF Feedback Survey

Please share your feedback about your learning experience in this brief, anonymous survey. Your feedback will help us enhance the program and design future programming.

This survey will take approximately 5–7 minutes to complete. Your name and email address will not be recorded. Contact q.help@utoronto.ca for technical assistance or accommodation requests related to the UDLF self-paced learning program.

Start the UDLF Feedback Survey


[bookmark: _Toc222897194]Supports and Resources

The Centre for Teaching Support & Innovation (CTSI) and U of T teaching support offices offer various services and expertise to support your teaching endeavours. Book a consultation and/or join a programming session to enhance your course design.

Explore the links below to identify the next steps for your teaching context. We look forward to connecting with you soon.

Useful Links

· CTSI Consultations
· Teaching Feedback Services
· Course Evaluations
· Educational Technology
· Resource Library
· Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) Support
· Teaching Award Support
· Teaching with GenAI at U of T
· Teaching with UDL at U of T

Programming Series

· U of T Teaching and Learning Calendar
· CTSI Workshops and Programs
· Course Design Institute
· Peer-to-Peer (P2P) Faculty Mentoring for Teaching
· Reflecting on Your Teaching at U of T
· Self-Paced Learning Programs
· Teaching and Learning Symposium
· UDL Conversations
· UDL Express

U of T Teaching Support Offices

· Centre for Community Partnerships
· Centre for Faculty Development, Temerty Faculty of Medicine
· Centre for Teaching and Learning, UTSC
· Education Technology Office, Faculty of Applied Science & Engineering
· Institute for the Study of University Pedagogy, UTM
· Robert Gillespie Academic Skills Centre, UTM
· Teaching and Learning Office, Faculty of Arts & Science


[bookmark: _Toc222897195]Acknowledgements

This open-access resource under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0) License was co-developed by members from the U of T community. We would like to acknowledge the expertise and support of our U of T colleagues.
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UDLF is part of CTSI Self-Paced Learning Programs. Let us know what other programs and resources you would like to engage with in our UDLF feedback survey available near the top of this page.

Thank you for completing the UDLF self-paced learning program. Visit the CTSI website for resources and upcoming events. We look forward to connecting with you again soon.
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