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Universal Design: 


According to The National Center for Universal Design for Learning, Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is defined as:
“The design of products and environments to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialized design”.

The theory behind UDL is that all people have a right to learn and that they should be offered multiple ways of doing so.  Instead of always using “script literacy” or reading, teachers should provide multiple ways of learning (multiple literacies), the same curriculum.  The majority of students with disabilities have problems with reading such as dyslexia or, problems with comprehension.  Problems of comprehension include such factors as inabilities to decode or process information due to a brain trauma or disorder, or, it could be something as simple as a language barrier.  Student ethnicities in today’s HALO classrooms are quite diverse.  Not everyone in a class may be a native English speaker.  Universal Design takes this into account, not by dumbing down the content, but instead by offering students different ways of learning that fit their learning style.  For instance the visually impaired obviously can’t read the average classroom text, but that doesn’t mean that can’t learn the same material as well as or possibly even better than their visually acute classmates.  UDL will take this into account and provide the visually impaired with texts on tape or, printed in braille.  The same is true of the hearing impaired.  When watching movies in class or listening to audio tapes and podcasts, the hearing impaired can learn just as well as their colleagues when provided access to captioned movies or transcripts of audio material.  Universal Design takes this into account by building multiple literacies into the design of the curriculum to make the content available to everyone in the class based on their preferred or optimum method of learning.
Multiple Literacies:

Multiple Literacies are the many different ways in which people of any given society learn, understand, or interpret the world around them.  The Centre for Literacy of Quebec defines literacy as:
“…a complex set of abilities needed to understand and use the dominant symbol systems of a culture – alphabets, numbers, visual icons - for personal and community development. The nature of these abilities, and the demand for them, vary from one context to another.”

They go on to say:

“In a technological society, literacy extends beyond the functional skills of reading, writing, speaking and listening to include multiple literacies such as visual, media and information literacy. These new literacies focus on an individual’s capacity to use and make critical judgments about the information they encounter on a daily basis.” ibid

In other words, human literacy is highly complex in contemporary society.  The old definition of literacy merely addressed reading, writing, and speaking.  The new literacies go far beyond these 3 ways of knowing and learning.  When designing curricula or teaching, educators need to take this new definition of literacy into account.  It is no longer recommended to teach content area merely through lectures and reading assignments.  Universal Design takes the new definition of literacy into account when designing curricula and, incorporates all types of literacies into the lesson plan to provide all students with the ways and means of learning and understanding the essential curriculum according to their needs.
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A Review of

Universal Design and Multiple Literacies: Creating Access and Ownership For Students With Disabilities

By Martha G. Michael and Beverly J Trezek


I enjoyed the PDF article that I read, “Universal Design and Multiple Literacies: Creating Access and Ownership for Students with Disabilities. It was a great read for a couple of reasons.  First, it read almost as a manifesto for Universal Design.  They used the term “educational justice” a number of times, which for me, raised the level of their thesis to one of an almost spiritual or political philosophy.  The passion with which the authors argued for incorporating UDL and multiple literacies into the education system was palpable.  They described UDL as a means of providing “educational justice for all children”.  The zeal with which the writers presented their argument was both inspiring and energizing.   They asked the big questions in their piece such as; “…how we as educators can support these students…by augmenting difficult and complex textual materials” and, “How can we provide an environment conducive to the development of metacognition that is not restrictive?”  These questions that the authors raise strike at the very meaning and purpose of education and in my opinion provide the “Big Ideas” that serve as the very basis for UDL.  The argument they make for adopting UDL as a means of educating all students was clear and compelling.

The second reason why I enjoyed this article was because it provided concrete examples of both technological and non-technological strategies and methods for implementing UDL in the classroom.  Of the tech methods and strategies they mentioned I found these to be most helpful:
· Augment the curriculum with illustrative resources to be presented electronically.
· Use graphics with the spoken word

· Use audio texts or videocassettes in the classroom

· Use videos in American Sign Language

· Use hypertext or hypermedia programs that provide learning opportunities in nonsequential and nonlinear formats

· Use CD’s and DVD’s to record and document lectures and demonstrations

· Let students use still and video cameras to document field work or processes that can then be reorganized to create web pages, podcasts and student portfolios
The nontechnical suggestions the authors listed were:

· Use graphic texts 

· Use reciprocal teaching

· Employ learning opportunities that are both kinesthetic and tactile
· Invite students to interview others, compare and contrast their answers or engage in debates

All of these suggestions mentioned in the article are valuable tools for incorporating UDL into the curriculum.  They provide a checklist or battery of teaching tools that will improve the quality of instruction and increase student comprehension and retention.  The beauty of it is that all students will benefit from this wide variety of teaching methods and strategies and not just the students with disabilities.  That is after all the very basis, if not the definition of, Universal Design for Learning. 
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You may be able to tell from my positive and enthusiastic review of this article that I found it both informative and inspiring.  Once again I find my head swimming with the possibilities of incorporating the methods and suggestions into my own classrooms.  Some of the suggestions the authors set forth I am already using, i.e. using the internet for video tutorials, using Graphic Organizers. and, giving students cameras to document their class assignments and experiences.  I’ve found all of these techniques useful in reaching some of my students that have trouble learning in the reading and lecture classroom setting.

The ideas that this article have given me will soon be incorporated into my classes.  For instance; I intend to create a website for my “In Community Treatment Program”, (ICTP) high school students so that they can download videos and podcasts to their iPods to be reviewed at a later date.  Also for my ICTP students, next semester I’ll be incorporating more kinesthetic and experiential learning opportunities for them.  One of the biggest problems I have in my ICTP classes are that some of the students have ADHD and get bored (and mischievous), sitting in front of their computers.  I may incorporate outside field trips or reciprocal teaching into my classes.  For example, I can pair up students and give each student a topic.  They can then research the topics online using You Tube, picture sights, or whatever sites they deem appropriate.  They could then summarize the important points and teach their partner what they’ve learned.  They could show their partner the bookmarked websites or videos while they explain the content.  After that the partners would switch up, or we could even use a jig-saw class and have every student teach each and every one of their classmates.

For my adult (senior citizen) workshops I already have a website I’ve created for them to use at home at their own pace.  (See https://sites.google.com/a/palamasettlement.org/ctc/) But I’ve been thinking of videotaping my workshops and putting those online.  I always get the same comments from my seniors, “When you explain it in class it all makes sense and is easy to understand, but when I get home I just can’t replicate the results”.  If I put taped workshops online, they could “relive” the experience again and again at their own pace.  I’m also going to be using a screen motion capture program (See http://camstudio.org/) to record mouse moves and procedures.  Finally for my senior citizens I’m going to be using more of my LCD projector along with graphic organizers to be sure they’re getting the “Big Picture” when it comes to computer skill.

For my youngest students, the “Palama Computer Club” members, I’m going to start using web quests as a teaching tool.  These kids love to surf the internet and I figure I could have them learning something along the way.  I did try a web quest once last year and the students seemed to enjoy it.


Finally, I look forward to teaching in the D.O.E. and using the methods outlined in UDL.  In a DOE classroom I’ll be teaching the same grade students (middle school) and I’ll be able to design my curriculum using UDL methods and principles.  I’ll be sure to evaluate my methods and then reevaluate them.  I’m hoping to tune in to the specific wants and needs of this age group and design my teaching methods to best serve them.
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