Universal design for learning

The path to success?
The number of students with disabilities (SWD) in Quebec’s CEGEPs and
universities is steadily rising. FNEEQ can never go far enough in championing
the principle of inclusive education, which is founded on the right to equal
opportunity and, by extension, to non-discrimination guaranteed under our
charters of rights and freedoms. Yet that is not to say that the inclusion of SWDs
in college classrooms isn’t presenting certain challenges to those whose job it
is to teach them.
Isabelle Bouchard
Comité national de rencontre (CNR)

S

tudents with disabilities often have special needs
that require teachers to incorporate specific accommodation measures into their teaching plans. At the
elementary and high school levels, teachers have
mechanisms in their collective agreements that, while
perhaps insufficient, factor in some of the additional
work that has to be performed in these cases. There are
still no such mechanisms in the college sector, despite
the results of a recent bipartite report showing the
significant impact this is having on workload.1

ramps, pictograms and accessible light switches, and so
on. While these amenities were first introduced to serve
the needs of people with disabilities, it soon became
evident that they were also useful on a more universal
scale. The elevators installed in Montréal metro stations,
for example, not only facilitate access to the system for
the disabled, but also for young families and seniors.

Universal design for learning (UDL) is an educational
framework that is being advanced by some research
groups and by the Commission des droits de la personne
et des droits de la jeunesse (CDPDJ) as a solution for
optimizing the inclusion and academic achievement
of SWDs. What exactly is UDL and what is its value?
Here are our preliminary thoughts.

Summary of the approach

The concept of “universal design” traces its origins
to the United States, when authorities were looking
for ways to facilitate the rehabilitation and mobility
of soldiers who had been injured in war. This led to
the emergence of the universal design movement in
architecture, an approach to designing buildings that
takes the needs of people with disabilities into account
by incorporating such things as automatic doors, access
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''THERE'S NO SUCH THING AS A
TYPICAL LEARNER''

La présence de la population étudiante ayant des besoins particuliers (PEBP) et son impact sur la charge d’enseignement, Report from the Comité national de
rencontre (CNR), April 2013
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Identifying and understanding the ins and outs of this
approach as it applies to education is no simple task
given its relatively recent introduction on the Quebec
educational scene and the limited amount of information
that exists detailing its theoretical foundations. Based
on our current understanding, UDL basically transposes
the principles of organization in the built world onto
the world of education. It consists of designing, in
advance, the educational arrangements that will
promote learning among SWDs and be of benefit
to all students. According to some advocates of UDL,
the personalized approach to accommodation more
widely used in our colleges is destined to fail because it
demands too many resources. In their view, UDL is a far
simpler and more sustainable solution, in that it makes
it possible to address not only the difficulties SWDs
are facing, but also those affecting other traditionally
vulnerable groups like students whose mother tongue
is neither French nor English, immigrant students, the
gifted and challenged, and students experiencing
temporary difficulties.

that is maladapted, which, overall, is an interesting
perspective.

Universal design for learning is seen as a transversal
approach because it starts from the principle that
there is more than one type of learner and recognizes
the variability in ways of learning. It suggests that
knowledge is acquired in different ways: through
reasoning, the senses and emotional learning. It is at
odds with the more “conventional” forms of assessing
learning—which it views as confusing in terms of goals
and means of evaluation—and instead advocates
the development of a wider range of methods for
evaluating a single competency, with students free to
choose the one that best suits their needs. This would
make for a more sustainable framework in that it
encourages greater autonomy among the students,
who then have less need to avail themselves of the
adapted services, which in turn generates savings for
the school. UDL also submits that it is not the student
who must adapt to the environment, but the environment
that must adapt the student. In other words, it is not
the student who is disabled, but the environment

While there is no simple way of measuring the value of
an educational method, certain indicators allow us to
make a preliminary assessment of the UDL approach.
As we saw from the high school reform, there is no such
thing as a magic solution in education, and UDL must be
seen as one ingredient among others. Indeed, research
from Education International (IE)—a federation
representing some 396 education-based associations
and unions worldwide, among them FNEEQ—strongly
indicates that academic achievement is influenced by
factors beyond just the ones UDL addresses, including
mother’s level of education, academic achievement
in high school and socioeconomic factors. Moreover,
a major meta-study by John Hattie,4 professor and
researcher in the Faculty of Education at New Zealand’s
University of Auckland, compared the results of 800
meta-analyses relating to achievement and found that
not enough research has been done on UDL to provide
any conclusive data as to its effectiveness in this regard.
In fact, the most recent inventory, which dates to 2009,
lists only one such study, although this may have since
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Some proponents of UDL say the approach boils down
to giving students three options: written or audio course
notes, a wider selection of types of assignments that
can be done, and more time for completing tests in
class. Others maintain UDL is a broader educational
framework that calls for the deployment of a multitude
of adapted pedagogical strategies, from course plan
presentation through to practical assignments and
course delivery.
In Quebec, there are currently two main inter-level
research groups working to have the UDL approach
implemented in the education system: the Centre de
recherche pour l’inclusion scolaire et professionnelle des
étudiants en situation de handicap (CRISPESH),2 and
Universal Design for Learning- Faculty Research,3 a
group associated with McGill University.

What is the value of UDL?

Vieux Montreal, Marie-Victorin and Montmorency Colleges, UQAM and UdM are part of this group.
Dawson, John Abbott, Marianopolis and Centennial colleges are part of this group.
Hattie, John, Visible Learning: A Synthesis of Over 800 Meta-Analyses Relating to Achievement, December 2008
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been updated.5 In short, there is no probative evidence,
at least not as of yet, supporting the conclusion that UDL
will improve SWD achievement. Where the approach
is more compelling, however, is in its inclusive dimension.
At present, programs involving metacognition, word
recognition and memory training are generally seen as
the most effective means for adequately supporting the
learning of SWDs.6 We believe it would be prudent,
at this time, to regard UDL as one approach among
many and not as the be-all and end-all solution. Our
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experience as teachers has shown us that some students
benefit from accommodation measures, while others
do much better with a more individualized form of
support. As teaching specialists in our respective fields,
we are the only ones who can give students the support
they need, provided we, in turn, are given the means
and resources to do so. ■

While we are aware that some have questioned professor Hattie’s methodology, his work remains the most exhaustive synthesis of meta-analyses in education
to date.
H. Lee Swanson, Maureen Hoskyn, Carole Lee. Interventions for Students with Learning Disabilities: A Meta-Analysis of Treatment Outcomes Hardcover –
April 23, 1999
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