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[slide 1] The Dynamic Learning Maps Alternate Assessment System is a new assessment 
designed to more validly measure what students with significant cognitive disabilities know and 
can do.  This video will provide an introduction to Universal Design for Learning as it relates to 
the Common Core State Standards.   

[slide 2] This training, Universal Design for Learning: An Overview for Teachers of Students with 
Significant Cognitive Disabilities is one in a series of training videos that will support teachers of 
students with significant cognitive disabilities in their efforts to teach and assess.  Sponsored by 
a grant from the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education programs, this 
training is part of the professional development program of the Dynamic Learning Maps 
Alternate Assessment Consortium.   

[slide 3] Let’s begin by addressing the question, “What is Universal Design for Learning?” 

[slide 4] As defined in the Higher Education Opportunity Act, “Universal design for learning is a 
scientifically valid framework for guiding educational practice that (a) provides flexibility in the 
ways information is presented, in the ways students respond or demonstrate knowledge and 
skills, and in the ways students are engaged; and (b) reduces barriers in instruction, provides 
appropriate accommodations, supports, and challenges, and maintains high achievement 
expectations for all students, including students with disabilities and students who are limited 
English proficient.”   Universal Design for Learning is called UDL for short and it is a framework 
that is critical to understanding how students with significant cognitive disabilities can achieve 
success with the Common Core State Standards.  

[slide 5] The importance of Universal Design for Learning extends beyond students with 
disabilities.  In fact, most public school classrooms are filled with students who have diverse 
needs, skills, talents, and interests.  In a typical curriculum, and in most standards that predated 
the Common Core State Standards, students faced goals, instructional methods, classroom 
materials and assessments that were full of barriers and roadblocks.  For example, all students 
were expected to use number 2 pencils to write and take standardized tests.  It was completely 
up to individual students and teachers to make all of the necessary adjustments, and often 
there were policies and procedures that precluded teachers and students from using the 
accommodations they needed the most.  With UDL the burden to adapt is on the curriculum 
itself.  

[slide 6] Universal Design for Learning is present in the Common Core on several levels.  

[slide 7] First, UDL, as defined in the Higher Education Act, is referenced specifically in the 
section called Application to Students with Disabilities.  There it is clearly stated that students 
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with disabilities should be provided with instructional supports for learning based on the 
principles of Universal Design for Learning which foster student engagement by presenting 
information in multiple ways and allowing for diverse avenues of action and expression.   The 
other critical way that UDL is reflected in the Common Core Standards is through the emphasis 
on what must be learned without specifying how it must be taught.   

[slide 8] In the Dynamic Learning Maps Project, UDL has been applied in multiple ways. For 
example, the maps themselves focus on conceptual and cognitive development rather than 
specific skill mastery.  They have been developed with multiple learning pathways that reflect 
the diversity of learning found in all learners as well as alternate pathways that address the 
specific needs of students with a variety of sensory, communication, physical and cognitive 
disabilities.  As part of the Dynamic Learning Map System, there is also an emphasis on multiple 
and flexible means of presentation, engagement and expression that will be reflected in the 
assessment tools and the instructional practices and supports offered through the professional 
development efforts. 

[slide 9] Universal Design for Learning is also reflected in the Essential Elements developed by 
the Dynamic Learning Maps project.  Throughout the development process, principles of UDL 
were considered to insure that each Essential Element was written in a way that provided 
students with the possibility for multiple and flexible ways to demonstrate achievement of the 
essential content and skills while also insuring that educational teams had the freedom to 
employ multiple and flexible means of representing information and engaging students in 
learning.  

[slide 10] There are three core principles in Universal Design for Learning.  These three focus on 
the provision of multiple, flexible means of representing information, expressing 
understanding, and engaging in learning.   

[slide 11] Providing multiple and flexible methods of representation gives students with diverse 
learning styles and needs various ways of acquiring information and knowledge.  This principle 
requires us to have standards, curricula, and assessments that are open enough that teachers 
have latitude and support in using print, multimedia, and other sources to represent 
information that students must learn.   

[slide 12] Providing multiple and flexible means of expression provides diverse students with 
alternatives for demonstrating what they have learned.  This means there is flexibility in the 
ways that students demonstrate learning over time.  There may be variations across a group of 
students and within an individual student across tasks, topics, and time.   

[slide 13] Providing multiple and flexible means of engagement taps diverse learners' interests, 
challenges them appropriately, and motivates them to learn.  This approach to engagement 
focuses on the means educators use to recruit and sustain students’ interest and engagement 
when the tasks and topics may be disinteresting to students initially.  Engagement is a key 
tenant of learning and engaging all learners requires educators to employ multiple and flexible 
means of engagement.  
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[slide 14] Universal Design for Learning improves student outcomes by taking into account 
multiple learning networks as defined by CAST, the organization responsible for defining UDL 
and bringing it to the forefront in education.   
 
[slide 15] For example, as defined by CAST, UDL engages the recognition networks.  These 
learning networks focus on the what of learning.  Learners use the recognition networks to 
identify and interpret patterns of sound, light, taste, smell, and touch.  In the classroom, the 
recognition networks are engaged when students are asked to identify things like letters, 
numbers, words, and formulas. Mastery of isolated skills is often restricted to the recognition 
networks.  
 
[slide 16] The strategic networks focus on the how of learning.  These learning networks are 
engaged when we plan, execute, and monitor actions and skills.  In the classroom, the strategic 
networks are employed when we ask students to complete projects, take notes while listening 
to a lecture, or conduct research and report on the findings.  These networks are required for 
students to use what we have taught them to accomplish something we have not taught them 
directly and are crucial in self-monitoring and self-evaluating.  
 
[slide 17] The affective networks focus on the why of learning. These learning networks 
influence motivation to learn. They are employed when we develop and communicate 
preferences as well as when we establish priorities and interests.  These networks work in 
combination with the recognition and strategic networks to help learners engage actively in 
learning and apply that learning meaningfully.  
 
[slide 18] Universal Design for Learning influences goals, methods, materials, and assessments.  
UDL provides a framework to create and implement daily lessons that include these multiple 
and flexible goals, methods, materials, and assessments in order to support learning for all 
students.  It does so by offering a framework through which all three learning networks, the 
recognition, strategic, and affective networks, are employed actively in learning.  
 
[slide 19] Shifting to Universal Design for Learning for students with significant cognitive 
disabilities is going to require the people who develop curricula, instructional materials, and 
assessments to shift the way they think about education for this complex population.  More 
importantly, it will require educators to shift their practices and priorities in several ways.   
 
[slide 20] For example, we must shift away from some well-established traditions in education 
for students with significant cognitive disabilities. Specifically, applying Universal Design for 
Learning requires that we forgo traditional, singular views of representation, expression and 
engagement.  If we are to embrace UDL, we must shift from a tradition of rote repetition to one 
of repetition with variety.  Certainly students with significant cognitive disabilities require 
repetition to learn, but if they are to apply the knowledge and skills they acquire, that 
repetition must offer variety in the ways that educators represent the knowledge and skills.  
We must shift away from individual education plans that emphasize expression of learning in 
the same way with 80% accuracy on 4 of 5 days.  Yes, we are required by law to have goals in 
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individual education plans that are observable and measurable, but that does not mean we 
must limit students to singular means of expressing their understandings.  Instead, we can 
observe and measure the various ways that they express their increasing, knowledge, skill, and 
understanding. Finally, if we are to successfully embrace UDL, we must shift from a tradition of 
extrinsic rewards and motivators to an educational approach the focuses on making the 
learning itself engaging.  Yes, we will have to continue to take into account the interests of 
students and the activities they find most motivating, but instead of using those to motivate 
unrelated learning through a system or rewards, we must learn to recruit students’ interests in 
the instruction we provide.   These shifts are not easy, and they will take time, but navigating 
these shifts will result in more engaged students with significant cognitive disabilities who know 
how and why to use the knowledge and skills we teach.   
 
[slide 21] To learn more about Universal Design for Learning, visit the National Center on 
Universal Design for Learning at www.udlcenter.org. 
 
[slide 22] Thank you for your participation.  To learn more about the Dynamic Learning Maps 
Alternate Assessment Consortium and the Alternate Assessment System, please go to 
www.dynamiclearingmaps.org  
 

http://www.udlcenter.org/
http://www.dynamiclearingmaps.org/
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