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Universal Design for Language Learning
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Universal Design for Learning

Originating from research in computer
technology and children with significant learning
difficulties at the Center for Applied Special
Technology (CAST), Universal Design for Learning
(UDL) is an approach to designing curriculum with
the aim of including all people and learning styles
regardless of ability or personal differences. Its core
assumption is that learner diversity is the norm not a
deviation, and that barriers students encounter in the
classroom are imbedded in the learning environment,
rather than the learners themselves. The underlying
ideology is a move away from attempting to ‘fix’ the
learner to making the learning environment

accessible to all.

The Principles of Universal Design for Learning

Essentially instruction in UDL is grounded in
three principles:

1. Using a variety of methods to present
information and support learning.

2. Providing learners with alternative ways to act
skillfully and demonstrate what they know.

3. Maximizing motivation and engagement by
offering choices of goals, content, tools, autonomy
and levels of challenge.

In essence, the application of these principles is
simple. Wherever possible, lesson content is
presented in a variety of ways to cater for all student
learning styles. A teacher presentation of a topic
could be followed by video, audio, and text of the
same information. Key structures, vocabulary and

information are highlighted using bullet points,

colored markers, teacher or peer explanation or a
combination of these. Students are then given a
choice of how they will demonstrate their mastery of
content: visual or oral presentations, role-plays, skits,
essays etc. Assessment is also varied. A 15-week
general English course might include a short essay
on the student’s experiences of a topic, a
presentation in a choice of mediums, a peer-to-peer
teaching activity and a traditional grammar and
vocabulary test. Given that many students struggle
because their learning styles do not suit traditional
methodologies, being presented with options for
learning, self-expression and assessment can be life
changing. Informal polling of students in ‘lower
ranking’ institutions consistently reveals that
traditional text and memorization-centric learning in
secondary education was incompatible with their
personalities or abilities and resulted in poor self-
esteem and low achievement. In contrast, experience
in using UDL based curriculums has shown Japanese
college students to be capable, creative and curious
given the tools and opportunity. Freedom of choice
being the key. By choosing topics and language that
directly connect to their interests and lives, students

maximize motivation and utility of knowledge.

UDL Style Activities in the Classroom

The following are UDL style activities that have
proven popular with students of all levels.

Interest logs: Students research a topic they have
an interest in using the target language from any
source they choose. Information can be recorded in
a notebook or on a device.

Journaling with peer-reading: Students write or
record a short video or oral entry on a device about
their lives or what they read, watch or listen to.

Prepared talks: Students list situations in which
they are likely to use target language in their daily
life or future. They research the language they
anticipate using in different situations, prepare

imaginary dialogues or speeches and enact the




situations with other students.

Student-teachers: Students prepare and deliver
explanatory “lessons” to other students about things
they have an interest or expertise in.

Poster presentations: Students share their
experiences or research on a topic related to their
own lives and interests. The poster format allows
students to express themselves by using images and

keywords.

UDL Style Curriculum

An example of a blended UDL style content and
task based English course for junior college fashion
majors could look something like the following:

Lesson 1: Students pair up and ask each other
pre-prepared questions about their own fashion
styles, preferences, favorite brands and designers.

Lesson 2/3: In pairs, students research their
favorite brand, its philosophy and target consumers
using a prepared template. Students source their
information from a variety of English language
mediums: text, YouTube, documentaries and
personal interviews. They then report their findings
to other pairs in a format of their choice; orally,
power point, videos recorded on their phones etc.

Lesson 4/5: In the same pairs, students research
the designers and inspirations behind their favorite
brand, again presenting their findings to other
groups using a medium of their choice.

Lesson 5/6: Students research the history behind
an iconic or their favorite brand’s logo and report
their findings.

Lesson 7/8: In the same or new pairs, the
students create a plan for their own clothing brand.
They decide the design and brand philosophy, logo,
target consumers and product lines and present their
business plan to the other groups.

Lesson 9/10: Students design a full outfit or two
separate garments, labelling all components of the
design in English: garment parts, length, color,

material and design philosophy. They then discuss

the design with other groups.

Lesson 11/12: Students physically make the
design garments to life size using real material or
paper. The design specifications from lessons 9/10
are written up into a coherent explanation of the
garment.

Lesson 13/14: Students present their garments in
the form of a fashion show with one partner
modeling and the other being the MC explaining the
specifications and creative philosophy behind their
garment. Alternatively, the garment is fitted to a
mannequin and the students stand beside their
garment and explain it to their classmates similar to
a poster presentation. In both scenarios, one half of
the class presents one day, and the other half is the
audience.

Lesson 15: Pairs from lessons 8-14 each choose
the best design presentation of the semester and
prepare an explanation of why they think so. A
representative from each group states their case and
a vote is taken for the best design presentation.

In this style of class, the teacher’s role shifts
from teacher to organizer of materials and content
sources, making input comprehensible and relevant
and providing feedback on output. Assessment is
continuous, with each two-lesson session being
awarded a grade. Student level is not a factor
defining activity choice as rather than prejudging an
activity to be ‘too difficult’ for students, they are
given the freedom to participate in it at input and

output levels that they can adjust for themselves.
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