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This chapter introduces the concepts of Universal Design (UD) and Universal Design for Learning (UDL). Derived from the fields of architecture and product design, the philosophy of UD is to design products and the built environment to be aesthetic and usable to the greatest extent possible, regardless of the user’s age, ability, or status in life. By extension, UDL has seen these principles developed for application to the learning environment – from lesson planning and assessment to the development of communities of practice. We argue that while many practitioners are already implementing some aspects of their practice that could be considered as UDL, this has probably been by accident rather than by design.
With an understanding that “inclusion is everyone’s business”, we encourage you to consider how you might develop and implement positive psychology approaches that can be accessed and engaged with by the largest amount of people from the “get-go” – by interpreting and encompassing UD thinking in all aspects of your work – from inception, through development, to implementation and review.
This chapter introduces the concepts of Universal Design (UD) and Universal Design for Learning (UDL). With an understanding that “inclusion is everyone’s business” (McCarthy et al, 2019), the reader is encouraged to consider how they might develop and implement positive psychology approaches that can be accessed and engaged with by the largest amount of people by interpreting and encompassing UD thinking in all aspects of your work – from inception, through development, to implementation and review.
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What is universal design?
UD is a concept that originated from the field of architecture. It is an approach that seeks to create products and services so that they can be accessed and used by the greatest number of users possible (Mace, 2008). Ron Mace, an architect who had a physical disability, advocated for an approach that moved away from the “add-on” or “reactionary” thinking around inclusion and physical spaces. Together with colleagues, Mace devised seven principles that frame and guide the design process to be inclusive from the outset (Story et al., 1998). However, it is important to recognise that this approach does not seek to negate the need for add-on supports for individuals or groups who might find themselves excluded without them. Therefore, this approach demands a mindful, and perhaps more “positive approach”, to inclusion.
The seven principles of UD are:
1. Equitable use – means that the design should be useful and marketable to people with a diverse range of abilities;
2. Flexibility in use – means that the design should be able to accommodate a wide range of individual preferences and abilities;
3. Simple and intuitive – asks whether your design is easy to understand – regardless of the user’s knowledge, language skills, or current concentration level;
4. Perceptible information – does the design communicate all of the necessary information effectively to the user, regardless of ambient conditions or the user’s sensory abilities?
5. Tolerance for error – means that the design minimises hazards and possible adverse consequences of accidental or unintended actions;
6. Low physical effort – guides us to ensure that the intervention or programme can be used efficiently and comfortably and with a minimum of fatigue for the child or young person;
7. Size and space for approach and use – reminds us that appropriate size and space should be provided for approach, reach, manipulation, and use regardless of the user’s body size, posture, or mobility.
When we read the names and initial descriptions of the seven principles, we need to remember that these were designed for architects and designers. However, in a similar manner, we are also architects and designers – but we might need to reinterpret these principles for use in designing and implementing positive psychological interventions in our work.
Even if you have been providing a lot of positive psychology interventions in your work to date, beginning on a UD road does not mean that you need to “reinvent the wheel”. Rather, Tobin and Behling’s (2018) notion of “plus one” can give you confidence. With a plus one approach, you seek to identify just one area of practice where you could create just one more way of doing something that you currently do, adjusting current approaches to be more in line with the philosophy and practice of UD. From this incremental perspective, this means that UD becomes easy to embed in your ongoing thinking and planning.
Conclusion
So that’s it! Or, is it? These UD principles can be easily used as an audit tool for things that we already do, or as a checklist for new approaches or programmes that we wish to develop. Used as a foundational tool for our active inclusion thinking, these seven UD principles really come to life for us in education when we see how they have been developed through UD approaches to the learning environment – e.g., UDL. The next section introduces the various approaches to UD as applied to education and focuses on one particular model (the Center for Applied Special Technology [CAST] model) to demonstrate UDL thinking and practice for both teachers and pupils.
Practice
Universal design for learning: the CAST model
The original architectural and design-based UD thinking has been successfully interpreted for the educational environment. The important development here is that these newer interpretations have been for all learners – not just those with a disability. These new approaches demand that learning environments are designed to be as inclusive as possible – minimising the need for add-on supports – so that a great diversity of learners (including those with a disability) – are included in a more integrative and less stigmatising way (Rose et al., 2006, CAST, 2018).
While there are many models and applications of UD thinking in education (e.g., Universal Design in Education: Bowe, 2000; Universal Design for Instruction: Scott et al., 2003; Universal Instructional Design: Higbee, 2003; Universal Instructional Design: Palmer & Caputo, 2003; Universal Design of Instruction: Burgstahler, 2007), the model of UDL that has a broad appeal is the CAST model of UDL – originally proposed as an iteration of UD by David Rose and Anne Meyer from the Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST) in Wakefield, Massachusetts (Rose & Meyer, 2002).
The CAST model of UDL is attractive as it is easily understood and engages a variety of practitioners in educational settings. The CAST framework is easily understood and adaptable to a variety of curricula and pedagogical practices. It is underpinned by multidisciplinary thinking, drawing upon theories and research from the fields of learning (e.g., Lev Vygotsky) and neuroscience. Importantly, the word “universal” in UD does not serve to mean that there is only one optimal solution for every learner. Rather, it indicates an awareness of the unique nature of each learner and the need to accommodate differences, creating learning experiences that meet the needs of the learner and maximise their ability to progress (Rose & Meyer, 2002). The CAST framework does not set out to present one optimal solution for every learner – rather, it embraces the unique nature of each learner together with the need to engage with difference, creating learning experiences that do not just meet the needs of the learner, but aim to maximise their ability to progress (Rose & Meyer, 2002).
The CAST model is exceptionally practical due to its focus on planning the learning environment to be inclusive of all learners in an increasingly more unifying and less stigmatising way by developing an understanding of all the potential differences (Rose & Meyer, 2006). While UDL asks that inclusive learning environments be designed from the “get-go” (Quirke et al, 2019) – minimising but never negating the need for add-on supports – it does recognise the need for add-on support for some learners. Support or accommodations for learners with a disability are more focused on need: be it the need of the learner or the need of the group. Learners’ needs may, in some instances, be better served with a grouped rather than individualised support or reasonable accommodations. This promotes the idea that what works for one learner may work for many learners and improve the learning environment. It is important to remember that UDL emerged from the social and rights-based models of disability – approaches that appreciate how society plans and operates itself may in fact cause barriers, rather than the individual being viewed as a problem that needs to be fixed (i.e., the medical model).
The CAST model of UDL is directed by three interrelated pillars, each focused around a set of principles whereby “flexibility” is the key word in relation to teaching, assessment, and learning environments:
1. Multiple Means of Engagement (the “why” of learning) – enabling learners to engage positively with their learning and to appreciate the value of learning;
2. Multiple Means of Representation (the “what” of learning) – focusing around offering choice in learning;
3. Multiple Means of Action/Expression (the “how” of learning) – considering assessment as part of the process so that learners have a very real choice in how they represent their learning (e.g., multiple options – not just an essay) while meeting curriculum goals and learning outcomes.
The usefulness of the CAST guidelines is that they are being continuously developed – continuously including new understandings about the learning process and the diversity of our learners. This is exciting. It is not often that we encounter theories and models that are truly modern and contemporary. In essence, a positive psychology approach will identify with the CAST model, as it seeks to identify with positive practices and offer hope and meaning, love and inspiration, together with resilience, compassion, and gratitude. If these important positive psychology attributes are combined with the philosophy and practice enshrined in CAST’s model of UDL, the result is a learning environment that includes every learner in a positive learning journey – in a more clear and intentional way.
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“Try this” for educators and students
The CAST model: from theory to action
[bookmark: _Hlk97628205]The following examples, based on real experiences, are shared so as to explore some of the ways that both theories can come together in practice. As you read, Kipling’s six honest serving-men may help you – their names are Who and What and Why, and When and Where and Which.
 “Who” is being challenged?
o Who is experiencing the problem?
o Who can offer a solution?
o There is in fact multiple who’s in every problem – no one is alone.
 “What” is the barrier or issue that is being faced?
o What is it the teacher or learner is being asked to do?
o What would you like to see happen?
 Why?
o Do not aim to be self-reflective – it is more about being self-reflexive.
 “When” can someone start?
o When is there a need to re-evaluate?
o Adopt a growth mindset approach.
 “Where” does one start?
o Where can they find support or other examples of good practice?
 “Which” parts of the UDL framework do you easily identify with?
o Which parts do you want to explore further?
Case study
Example 1
The following is an example of “Designing Flexibility in Learning Environments”. It sets out how a teacher engaged with his pupils as he learned to redesign the learning environment to be as inclusive and engaging as possible.
As an engineering pupil, Mark’s experience of his classroom was that it was too busy. Mark had a hearing impairment and felt particularly challenged when there was a lot of background noise. Mark shared his concern with Mr Cotter (his teacher). Mr Cotter met with Mark and his parents. He recognised that Mark had a real interest in the subject and showed real potential for success.
Mr Cotter explored UDL and realised that how his workshop was set up could be changed – giving support to Mark but also increasing flexibility for the other pupils too. For example, in redesigning the workshop, he developed new safety instructions using clear visuals that also incorporated alternative instructions in plain English. Mark was allowed to wear ear plugs when working on theoretical or writing exercises. As a result, Mark felt less fatigued by the environment. This enabled Mark to engage more fully and to both share and engage with his peers in the more practical work. Very soon, the other pupils also requested to wear headphones – they appreciated listening to music when learning! Mr Cotter agreed to a trial period with the pupils. Together, they designed the pace and structure of the class – practical assignments prefaced with clear instruction and written work toward the end. Listening to music meant that all of the pupils engaged more fully in the lessons and were also more relaxed at the end of each lesson. Should he require their attention, Mr Cotter simply turned the lights on and off three times in quick succession – just as Mark’s mother did at home!
The learning environment needs to work for both the pupils and the teacher. In today’s world, what works for pupils can change and sometimes challenge what we appreciate to be a well organised workshop, laboratory, or classroom. However, redesigning the learning environment with support materials and a little knowledge does help. Would you consider asking a pupil what works at home or when engaging in activities outside of the classroom? In a UDL classroom, teachers are learners too. Does this idea challenge you?
Example 2
The following is an example of “Provision of Accessible Materials” (adopting and appreciating all aspects of the CAST model – doing it in a “plus one” way). It highlights how pupils often know best what works for them, and that tapping into this knowledge can be extremely beneficial for a UDL approach to change.
Ms O’Sullivan was advised that a pupil who was blind would be joining her history class. The pupil would be using assistive technologies and Ms O’Sullivan had no idea what this meant! She had never taught a pupil who was blind or had a visual impairment, and she had a fear of technology. All of this made Ms O’Sullivan very anxious. She was a teacher who prided herself in her organisation skills and had wonderful notes made for her students. She wondered how she could engage with the new pupil – never mind make the notes and learning accessible.
Ms O Sullivan reached out to a trusted colleague from her alma mater. Through this conversation, Ms O’Sullivan learnt about the potential of UDL. While she had heard about UDL previously, she still had the firm belief that her notes, assessment approaches, and teaching methodologies were already “ticking a lot of the boxes”. Surely this would be enough?
Ms O’Sullivan quickly recognised that she was going to have to become comfortable with technology that she did not fully understand. She also identified what she did know – her subject, her enthusiasm for teaching, her interest in pupils, and her love of learning.
She organised a meeting with her new student and they discussed what might be needed so as to make learning a pleasurable experience. Some of the things that they considered included: class goals and notes in advance, access to audio learning, permission to use a mobile phone to record in the classroom, and accepting homework by email with extended deadlines. Having a re-read about UDL, Ms O’Sullivan recognised that she needed to redesign her teaching approach – perhaps trying in a “plus one” approach – to move all of her notes online and recording some podcasts. A simple “contract of understanding” around recording in the classroom put her mind at ease as respected boundaries were developed and agreed. In addition, by involving other pupils in the changes, she was able to add to the learning in her classroom.
It was not easy for Ms O’Sullivan to embrace new technologies and approaches. Would this be a challenge for you? How would you work around it? Do you know who you could reach out to when faced with such a challenge?
Conclusion
Designing for the diversity of learners and colleagues (not just teachers) who work in our schools is much more than a simplistic view of special educational needs/disability and requires consideration for a wide range of learners and workers in the contemporary learning organisation. A UD/UDL approach presents opportunities for everyone to fully demonstrate their learning and personal/professional development. A positive psychology approach to this work will enable us to change hearts and minds – both our own and others. As we have noted, there is often a rush to “do” UD/UDL in the absence of thinking about why and how we would want to make changes to our work. In essence, this leads to much heat but little illumination. The net result is that people become frustrated and stop trying to add a “plus one” approach to their work.
We hope that this chapter has given you the confidence to develop your positive psychological approaches in a more equitable manner – recognising that inclusion is everyone’s business! A simple rubric to adopt our “Three Laws” – shifting from expert thinking to a more mindful and inclusive thinking:
[bookmark: _Hlk97629521]Law 1: Connect & Try!
Accept that UD/UDL is about “we” – not “me” – with an intentional and cooperative focus on you and your community of learners. Think about both your’s and their’s attitudes and beliefs. Reflect upon and examine unconscious bias.
Law 2: Listen & Act!
Commit to continually reappraise and re-evaluate your UD/UDL work, recognising that everyone has a “voice” and is an “expert by experience”. Commit to listening to all voices.
Law 3: Grow & Share!
Try, try, and try again! Nobody is perfect – accept that you need to grow and learn. Engage with colleagues and a professional learning community to share and learn from others.
Discussion points
· UDL often requires change and as with any new approach, this can be a challenge. Particularly in an environment that is already busy. How do you manage change in your work – particularly if you find you are challenged with time and resources? How would you work around it?
· A less discussed component of the UD and UDL approach is the ‘margin for error’ – do you, as a professional, allow yourself time to reflect and learn as you seek to include a diversity of learners in your classroom.
· As a professional, do you feel ‘included’ in the UDL discourse? Who can you engage with and connect with as you add to your thinking and learning?
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