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 unit overview 

We begin this unit by discussing how the concept of universal design developed and how it relates to providing accommodations for students with disabilities. We offer some general guidelines for faculty on using universal design principles. 
This is followed by a section called “Application Guides” describing some specific ways these principles can be used by faculty: 
• Make note-taking easier 
• Make information available in multiple formats for maximum accessibility 
• Provide advance organizers and summaries 
• Use partners and cooperative learning groups to provide support 
• Create a welcoming climate 
• Use a variety of methods to assess students’ knowledge 
Finally, a list of printed and Internet resources for additional information is provided in the “Resource Section.” 
universities and colleges vary . . . 
While universal design is intended to benefit all students, you may find it helpful to understand the policies and procedures at your institution. Universities and colleges vary considerably in the way they provide accommodations to students with disabilities and in the responsibilities of the student, the instructor, and the Disability Resource Services. 
An Introduction to Universal Design 

analogy 
We have this old can opener in our house. It was my parents’ originally. It probably has been around for forty years and, for most of that time, it was the standard. In fact you can still buy the same device in supermarkets today. You know the type; it has two metal arms, which you squeeze together with one hand to cut through the top of a can. As you continue to squeeze the two handles together, you turn the flat metal handle with your other hand and, as the can rotates, it cuts the top free. The task of getting the can open can be quite a chore; some might says it’s a real knuckle-breaker. 
I remember my mom struggling with that old can opener every time she used it. When she got a little older and slightly arthritic, she asked my brother or me to open the cans. She just wasn’t up to struggling with it anymore. 
One day we got an electric can opener. I’m not sure who was happier, my mom or me and my brother. Mom still let us open the cans because we liked to play with the new can opener. But for her, the point was she didn’t have to ask us; she could just do it herself. Even as a youngster I could tell how much that meant to her. I guess that’s why I still keep that old can opener. It’s a reminder of times past and also it keeps me thinking about whether there might be a better way. 
Perhaps there is a way that would allow everyone to have an easier time with some chore or that would let people like my mom, who have some disability or impairment, live their lives with greater self-sufficiency and satisfaction. That’s what universal design is about. 
“. . . it keeps me thinking about whether there might be a better way. “ 
the concept of universal design 

The concept of universal design originated in architectural planning. A heightened awareness of the need for physical access for individuals with sensory and motor impairments led to building designs that incorporated assistive technologies and adaptations, or eliminated the need for them. 

For the first time, consideration was placed on designing physical spaces built to be accessible rather than adapting existing architecture to meet the needs of individuals with disabilities at a later time. Airports began designing restrooms with large, door-free entrances. That simple change in design made restrooms more accessible for people in wheelchairs and far easier for travelers pushing strollers or carrying luggage. 
Years later, researchers in education began to advocate for adapting the architectural concept of universal design to educational curriculum to support the increasingly diverse student body. 
universal design in education 
Universal design in education refers to the process of making the goals of learning attainable by all students regardless of learning style, physical, sensory, organizational, or linguistic abilities. The process emphasizes meeting the unique educational needs of each student. 
However, it is important to understand, given the students’ individual needs, that no product or method will ever be completely universal. Rather than taking a “one-size-fits-all” approach, Universal Design stresses flexible and customizable delivery of content, assignments, and activities. 
Simply stated, universally-designed instruction provides a variety of alternatives for students to access and engage the learning process. Beyond simply accommodating students with disabilities, the features of universal design benefit all students and may reduce the need for individualized accommodations. 
In summary, universal design: 
• emphasizes meeting the unique needs of each student 
• stresses flexible and customizable delivery of content, 
assignments, and activities 
• goes beyond simply accommodating students with disabilities to benefit all students 
General Guidelines for Faculty 
 Use best practice instructional strategies. 

• Some students learn best from lecture, while others benefit from demonstration or discussion. Provide information in a variety of ways to increase the effectiveness of instruction for all students. 
• Consider opportunities to use methods that engage different senses, such as models, animations, or raised-line drawings when appropriate. Contact the DRS for assistance. 
• Restate questions asked in class so that all students can hear the question. 
• Provide additional time for students to access the lab, if possible. 
Determine essential skills and knowledge and relate these to course goals. 
• Identify the knowledge and skills students must obtain to successfully complete the course and to be prepared for requisite courses. 
• Consider the alignment between what you teach and what you test. 
• Create an expanded syllabus that clearly describes course requirements and lists the due dates for assignments. 
Provide clear expectations and feedback. 
• Be sure your expectations and feedback are consistent with the goals, skills, and knowledge of the course. 
• Whenever possible, provide specific criteria and examples for course projects and assignments. 
• Give frequent and timely feedback so that students can assess their progress. 
• Consider building flexibility into your attendance policy, so it maintains expectations but allows for unforeseen situations. 
Be aware of the support systems provided by your institution. 
• Most universities have academic support services available to students. Identify these services so you can inform students where to go for help. 
Anticipate how students will access course resources and 
materials. 
• Choose publishers who provide the full text in alternate/digital format, or adopt textbooks early so there is sufficient time to transcribe them into Braille or record them onto audio tape. 
• Choose textbooks that are available with online practice tests, supplements, and learning supports whenever possible. 
• Put other course materials on the Web as early as possible. This allows individuals who need more time (e.g. those who have vision impairments or learning disabilities) to get an early start. 
Application Guides 

make note-taking easier 

Give students overheads and, if you are comfortable doing it, give them outlines of lectures and lecture notes. Get these to students as early as possible so they can look them over before class. This allows students to focus their attention on the lecture rather than concentrating on simply taking notes. Students may also come to class better prepared and be more receptive to the lecture, having had the opportunity to preview the information. 

reason 
• Some disabilities interfere with a student’s ability to take notes rapidly or simultaneous with other activities. Some issues may include: 
– Watching a sign language interpreter 
– Writing and spelling technical terms 
– Formulating words on paper 
– Auditory processing 
• Some students with and without disabilities take notes and attend to the lecture better by following an outline. 
• Some students require materials that are visually accessible. 
who this might help 
• Students who for various reasons have difficulty taking notes rapidly, for example: 
– Students who can’t hear and may need to watch an 
interpreter 
– Students who have hand or arm limitations 
– Students who have difficulty writing while listening to the lecture 
• Students with vision impairments who need enlarged visual materials 
• Students who must miss a class for medical reasons 
how this approach works 
• Give students copies of overheads, outlines, and lecture notes in print or post them on a class website. 
• Get materials to students in advance for preview or any adap-tation in format. 
• Use a larger font size and stronger contrasts in color/design of visual materials so that students can see them more easily in class. 
make information available in multiple formats for maximum accessibility 
Since no single format is completely accessible to every student, providing a variety of formats enables more students to access information in a manner that is compatible with their learning needs and strengths. It helps to provide students information in digital formats whenever possible. Allow students to tape record lectures. You may even make audiotapes available for your students in the library. Whenever possible, choose videos with either “open captioning” or “closed captioning.” If it is not possible to obtain a captioned version of a video, provide individualized accommodations for some students. Communicate with your students to find out what alternatives would be preferable. 
reason 
• Using a variety of formats provides alternatives to meet the diverse learning needs and strengths of your students. 
who this might help 
• Students who have vision impairments 
• Students who have hearing impairments 
• Students for whom English is a second language 
• Students who learn best through a visual style of learning 

how this approach works 
• When you lecture, read overheads or writing on the board out loud so that students who cannot easily see visual representations can get the information. 
• Use a large font size (18 point or larger) on overheads and PowerPoint presentations so they can be seen more easily. It also helps to use strong contrast in colors and design. While black and white are always good, some colors (such as yellow) work better as a background color. 
• Allow students to record lectures or make the tapes available in the library for students who need to review the material or who have difficulty processing auditory information. 
• Use videos that are captioned. For students who use an interpreter, this eliminates the need to switch attention between the video and an interpreter. For other students, it can clarify existing information or add visual input. Captioning helps everybody, especially if there are voices on the video which are low in volume or difficult to understand. If captioning is not possible, you may wish to provide a transcript or summarize the highlights. 
• Provide information and materials in digital format. This allows the students access through the use of their own assistive technology such as screen readers or enlarged fonts. Be aware that information scanned as a picture may not be accessible to screen readers. When you have a graphic that is central to understanding the concept, remember to provide a text description to represent that graphic. Most formats, such as text created in Microsoft Word, pdf, and html have this capability. Contact your DRS if you have questions. 
provide advance organizers and summaries 
Advance organizers and summaries provide students with a pre-view of upcoming information and concepts. This helps students to map out upcoming events and activities and to organize their thoughts ahead of time. Summaries also help students review and process information. 
reason 
• Students gain a description of the content to be covered, and the process to be used to provide the information. 
• Organizers and summaries help students recap, integrate, and retain new information. 
• Students can address concerns prior to taking tests or other assessments. 
• Thematic awareness and clarification of instructional objectives is improved. 
who this might help 
• Students who have difficulty with organization and study skills 
• Students who have difficulty with short term memory 
• Students who may require extended deadlines for various reasons 
• Students who have repeated absences due to medical issues 
• Students who rely on advance planning to manage time and plan for deadlines 
how this approach works 
• Start out by providing students with a preview of upcoming information, steps, and timelines. These can either be integrated within an expanded syllabus or handed out separately. 
• Regularly summarize information, allowing students to review what has been covered. 
• Provide a brief introduction or overview so students are oriented to new information prior to beginning a new unit or concept. 
use partners and cooperative learning groups to provide support 
Encouraging students to form pairs or small study groups provides natural supports for learning. Most students benefit from study and discussion groups because they gain exposure to different perspectives and ways to present concepts and other information. 
Hearing a classmate describe a concept or having the opportunity to explain a theory to peers can be a very positive way to master information. 
reason 
• Students gain exposure to different perspectives and ways to present conceptual information. 
• Cooperative learning offers an opportunity to master information through practical application and experience. 
• Cooperative learning groups allow students with mobility impairments to be included in lab or fieldwork experiences that may not otherwise be accessible. 
who this might help 
• Students who have difficulty with physical access 
• Students who benefit from group discussion 
how this approach works 
• Encourage students to form pairs or small study groups. 
• Consider ways to include students with disabilities in the experience as much as possible. 
• Have classmates share reports on the aspects of assignments in which the student may not be able to participate (e.g. a mountain field trip for a student in a wheelchair). 
• Maximize the use of the natural supports that are available at your institution (i.e. study groups, academic support centers, or tutor labs). 
create a welcoming climate 
Perhaps the most important thing a faculty member can do is to create a climate of openness and respect. A welcoming climate lets students know you are approachable and interested in their welfare. 
Students view professors as role models. Therefore, it is important that your students without disabilities see you model appropriate regard and interaction with students with disabilities. 
reason 
• Students look to the faculty members as role models. 
• Student’s disabilities will often not be known or visible to others in the class. If the instructor is approachable, this opens the door to communication. 
who this might help 
• Students with and without disabilities who can learn to respond with sensitivity and acceptance of diverse fellow students 
how this approach works 
• Treat all students with respect and dignity. 
• Encourage students who are struggling to visit you during office hours. 
use a variety of methods to assess students’ knowledge 
Similar to the variety of ways in which individual students learn, there is variety in the ways that students demonstrate mastery of concepts and knowledge. Providing alternatives in the way students may take a test or complete a class project allows each student to demonstrate what he or she has learned in a way that is less affected by the disability. While this may be most helpful to students with disabilities, it will also help other students in your course and provide you better ways to assess each student’s skills and knowledge. 
reason 
• Some testing formats prevent students from demonstrating their understanding in a manner that coincides with their abilities and strengths. 
• Some students are better able to demonstrate what they have learned through application activities rather than exams. 
who this might help 
• Students with limited dexterity 
• Students who are highly distractable 
• Students who require a reader, scribe, speech-recognition software, or other computer devices 
• Students who require extended time 
• All students with and without disabilities 
how this approach works 
• Allow students to do an oral presentation in lieu of an exam. 
• Allow students the option of taking multiple-choice or essay tests. 
Resources 
This section lists notations to printed resources and provides a description of relevant websites. Some of the best information available on this subject continually changes–especially on the Internet. However, since referencing these sites requires frequent updating, please refer to the ASD Project website described below at http://asd.usu.edu/resources/links for links and updated information on all these resources. 
articles and publications 
Long, J.D., Riddel, D., & Knight, C.S. (1999). The teaching-learning process: Special students’ perceptions. Journal of Developmental Education, 22 (3), 16–20. 
Orkwis, R., & McLane, K. (1998). A curriculum every student can use: Design principles for student access. [ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 423 654] Internet: www.cec.sped.org/osep/udesign.html 

web resources 
The Center for Applied Special Technology 
The Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST) is an excel-lent website that contains information on universally designed software, technology, and other resources for universal design in educational materials. This is also the location for an evalu-ation program that will check your website for accessibility. Once a website passes this evaluation, the “Bobby” logo is then awarded and displayed clearly on the website. 
DO-IT Prof - University of Washington 
The DO-IT Prof program has compiled extensive resources in their online resource for faculty and administrators in postsecondary institutions. It is designed as a ready resource for quick or comprehensive information on topics such as accommodation strategies, universal design principles, rights and responsibilities of students with disabilities and faculty, along with other resource information. 
Ohio State University Partnership Grant 
This site is designed to increase faculty knowledge and aware-ness. The “Fast Facts for Faculty” are consolidated information sheets for faculty and administrators on the accommodation process, rights and responsibilities, technology’s role in effective teaching, designing of accessible syllabi, and universal design concepts. 
University of Minnesota’s Curriculum Transformation and 
Disability Project (CTAD) 
This website is designed as a helpful resource to faculty and administrators to better effectively work with students with disabilities by applying the principles of Universal Instructional Design. Application of these principles helps to ensure that the curricula are made more accessible to a wide range of students. 

ASD Project 
The ASD Project at Utah State University is committed to producing high quality faculty training materials to help disability support staff at colleges and universities around the country. The project’s website has additional resources, with an updated list of websites to compliment training materials and encourage further study. 
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