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Abstract 

Professional collaboration is essential in the workplace to facilitate the sharing and growing of 

ideas. This project explores the importance of professional collaboration between teacher and 

education assistant when creating a universally designed learning environment. By examining 

the question ‘How can collaboration and Universal Design for Learning (UDL) provide clarity 

and support EAs in their work within classrooms and with individual students?”, this project 

guides teachers and EAs in building knowledge and confidence of the principles and application 

of UDL, while also effectively co-constructing a collaborative culture to enrich student’s 

engagement in inclusive settings. Specifically, this project describes the UDL framework and its 

role in supporting students K-12, presents the imperative for professional collaboration in 

schools, discusses the barriers to effective collaboration, and provides suggestions for successful 

collaboration. While navigating this guidebook, teachers and EAs cultivate an understanding of 

the importance and effectiveness of collaboration in inclusive classrooms and learn effective 

strategies to enhance student success. This guidebook allows teachers and EAs to work through 

content in meaningful ways, create a common language around collaboration, develop shared 

expectations for support, learn effective communication strategies, and provide choice for all 

students. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Introduction    

Professional collaboration is essential in the workplace to facilitate the sharing and 

growing of ideas. Educational institutes are no exception. Schools are where students come to 

learn new concepts and grow ideas. This should also be available to educational staff; teachers 

and education assistants (EAs). A workplace that stimulates and celebrates lifelong learning 

practices by valuing and supporting collaboration facilitates the development of ‘expert learners’, 

leaners who are resourceful and knowledgeable, goal oriented, purposeful and motivated. 

At professional development workshops teachers and EAs hear about the benefits of 

collaboration rather than working in individual silos or on their own ‘island’. The professional 

relationship and working groups that teachers aim to build with their EAs should reflect these 

collaborative teachings. Collaboration needs to be an essential piece of professional growth 

practices in schools ensuring students are receiving optimal service and supports from everyone 

on their teams.  

As schools move towards more inclusive practices that are facilitated by the Universal 

Design for Learning (UDL) framework, EAs need to understand what that means for their roles 

within the classroom. UDL is an educational framework focused on removing barriers in order to 

support all students in their journey to become ‘expert learners’. Learning and implementing this 

framework goes beyond just good teaching and takes time to understand.  

These skills are developed by having opportunities to work collaboratively to develop a 

UDL practice and build confidence and understanding of UDLs principles. Working on both 

UDL and collaborative skills simultaneously would be beneficial to both the teacher and EA. 
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Allowing the staff within the classroom and the school to develop and understand shared values 

and appreciation of the learning goals.   

Terminology  

 
Framework. The framework is the outside structural hardware of the theory, as a 

building is first built with external beams, so too is the framework for UDL. The framework 

provides the theorical support backed by continuous research. In reference to the UDL 

framework, this research is coming from the Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST) the 

developers of the UDL theory (Nelson, 2013). 

Education Assistant (EA). For the purpose of this paper the term Education Assistant 

(EA) is used as an umbrella term to incorporate all types of paraprofessionals. As this guidebook 

is directed at rural Canadian schools for use. The term EA is most widely recognized.  

Resources.  Resources as referred to in this paper have a broad definition. Resources can 

be considered any tools, services, personnel or strategies that schools/districts have access to that 

teachers and students use to learn about a topic. These can include print material, digital material, 

audiological materials (podcasts), technology devices, object representations (Nelson, 2013), 

they are not limited to tangible, purchased, or specialized material.   

Collaboration.  Welch and Tulbert cited Mostert’s (1998) definition of collaboration as 

“a professional interaction between and among professionals, parents, and families, and students 

themselves to share information through collective decision making to develop effective 

interventions that are in the best interest of the student” (p. 360). However, to allow this process 

to become generalized, the learning environment must be first primed for the aforementioned 

‘professional interactions’ and ‘collective decision making’ to happen. Collaboration is an 

“interaction between at least two co-equal parties voluntarily engaged in shared decision-making 
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as they work toward a common goal” (Friend & Cook, 1990, p. 72). The primary point made by 

Friend and Cook (1990) is to emphasize that this definition of collaboration, is that collaboration 

cannot exist in isolation. “It can only emerge when attached to a process or activity such as 

problem solving” (Friend & Cook, 1990) where collaborators strive to achieve new 

understanding and provide innovative solutions.  

Shared Goals.  Shared goals are a development of objectives formed by a group that 

allows for all opinions and ideas to be encompassed within the outcome. No contributors’ ideas 

are left out or rejected and all collaborators can agree upon the outcome and direction provided 

by the goals.  

Learning Environment.  The learning environment can go beyond the walls of the 

classroom. When developing and designing the learning environment educators need to consider 

the best place for the learning to take place, what materials are necessary and what potential 

barriers to learning may exist. The UDL learning environment exists when all of these pieces are 

utilized together (Nelson, 2013).  

Training.  Training refers to the provision of any activity or material designed to 

promote or improve implementation of an educational practice. Training addresses two key 

factors, one - training is effective and enables educators to implement practices with fidelity and 

promote positive outcomes for students. Second, training is efficient and feasible given that 

resources and budgets are limited (Brock, et al., 2017).  

Brief Overview of the Project 

 This project is meant to fill a gap in ‘how’ collaboration between teachers and EAs can 

be facilitated. Taking into account personnel requests, the literature shows that on-going 

professional development has a larger effect size than one-off presentations and the 
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overwhelming feeling of not enough time to add another thing. I developed an introductory 

guidebook (see Appendix) to simplify the initial process of developing a UDL classroom; one 

that encompasses the learning and growth of not only the teacher and students but one where the 

EA is actively engaged in the process. The following chapters discuss how UDL helps to provide 

more learning opportunities for all students and how developing shared goals together allows 

EAs and students to work on learning goals with more rigour and fidelity. Providing a road map 

to approach removing barriers for all to be able to oversee student progress and foster student 

independence while maintaining a feeling of contribution. The guidebook is sectioned off into 

manageable chunks and provide initial tasks that consist of approximate timelines and strategies. 

The resources section provides educators with a place to start seeking tested materials that can 

easily be implemented into their classrooms and learning environments. This is not meant to be 

exhaustive, merely a place to begin.  

Purpose of Study  

This project is important to support the development of positive collaboration skills 

between teachers and EAs. Designed as a guidebook to collaborative practice as well as a 

resources toolkit to implement strategies taken from UDL teachings that support EAs and 

teachers throughout the process. This project looks at what UDL is at its core, establish the roles 

and responsibilities of EAs, discuss barriers of collaboration and difficulties in providing 

strategies to support student goals. The guidebook is for teachers and EAs to use as a template to 

support strategy implementation in designing a UDL classroom. The guidebook provides an 

outline of UDL, how to begin utilizing UDL in the classroom, links to resources, fillable 

templates and tools for use.  
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Inclusion Barriers 

 Current educational conversations revolve around being more inclusive of all learners. 

Educators, both teachers and EAs, are working diligently to provide inclusive classrooms, often 

with a limited understanding of how to accomplish such a task. For example, teachers and EAs 

have been exposed to limited on-going professional development and often professional 

development offers no follow up component which does not promote accountability.  

UDL on the other hand, provides a framework to build inclusive schools. The clearly 

developed principles, guidelines and checkpoints of the UDL framework assist the educator in 

understanding what is means to remove ‘barriers to learning’ and provide multiple means of 

engagement, representations and action and expression. The UDL framework outlines how to 

provide options for learners.  Where architecture removes physical barriers for people by 

installing sidewalk ramps and automatic door openers; education removes barriers by providing 

learners with alternative materials and resources to be able to access content. The challenge in 

education is how do you support the removal of unseen and undetected barriers for students? 

Removing invisible barriers continues to be the work of collaborative teams.  

Another barrier to inclusion is scheduling time for school teams to meet. If they are not 

given the opportunity to come together with a shared vision or goal, collaboration becomes very 

difficult. It is imperative that educators are provided the opportunity to learn how to collaborate 

effectively in order to embrace the new reality in all classrooms. Students are as diverse as 

snowflakes, and developing individual programs to suit all those needs with interventions and 

supports are impossible. Removing barriers to learning through the use of the UDL framework 

and team support are able to provide more learning opportunities for all learners.  
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In order to achieve these goals teachers and EAs need to be given time and resources to 

learn how to effectively collaborate with each other. At this time, professional collaboration 

within schools is limited. Resources need to be provided to teachers and EAs which support the 

development of professional partnerships. These partnerships need to emphasize the importance 

of building shared goals and common understandings of what the learning expectations are for 

each student. The past expectation that with little training, EAs simply know what is expected in 

order to achieve student success cannot continue (French, 2003).  

Personal Context   

I have been a Learning Assistance Teacher (LAT) in a northern rural school for five 

years. Through my work, I have seen first-hand the valuable support EAs provide to all students 

in classrooms and beyond. However, often EAs are left to develop student strategies in real time 

when teachers/ LATs aren’t available. This guidebook is meant to both assist EAs as a quick 

resource guide for supports while also providing on-going professional development.  

How Schools Work  

 “Learning to teach, and learning to learn in the 21st-century is more complex than ever. 

Contextual factors such as culture, gender, language and ability are aspects of diversity that 

create increasingly complex realities in today’s schools and classrooms and challenge our 

previous assumptions of, and practices in, classrooms and schools” (Schnellert, Fisher, & 

Sanford, 2017, p.73). British Columbia’s emphasis on inclusive education showcases the 

importance of learner-centered instruction that is able to meet the needs of children with diverse 

abilities and learning styles. As schools move towards more inclusive settings, EAs have been 

tasked with filling in the gaps while teachers develop their inclusive practices. The inclusion 

movement has drastically changed the learning landscape in schools and the roles and 
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responsibilities of EAs who have been hired to assist students with special needs (Giangreco, 

2013; Giangreco & Broer, 2005; Giangreco, Broer, & Edelman, 2010; Giangreco & Doyle, 2002; 

Tews & Lupart, 2008).  

 Schools and education systems need to review current practices, prioritize and fund the 

implementation of collaboration time and UDL supports moving forward. EAs are directed to 

work under the supervision of the teacher; working in partnership to develop and implement 

student programming. However, many teachers are not equipped to train an EA to effectively 

support in the classroom, have limited inclusive education knowledge and lack the confidence to 

implement strategies in their classrooms (Capp, 2018; French, 2003). Due to these factors, EAs 

are then faced with creating and facilitating primary instruction for students with special needs 

with limited or no supervision and students are receiving inadequate instruction when working 

with an EA (Stockhall, 2014).  

Collaboration in Schools  

The most desired outcomes for students with severe disabilities— learning, membership, 

and participation—are far more likely to be realized when educators work together 

effectively. Understanding how different educators can build and strengthen positive 

working relationships with one another is critically important to ensuring students receive 

a high-quality education. (Biggs, Gilson, & Carter, 2016, p. 256). 

In today’s schools, the ability to work collaboratively with education professionals is an 

essential component in facilitating the removal of learning barriers for all students. Collaboration 

requires people to work together to plan, solve problems, and/or make decisions before action 

can be taken (Straus, 2002). A positive working relationship between teacher and EA is essential 
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to a supportive classroom that helps students learn both academically and socially (Taylor & 

Edward, 2016). It is the responsibility of teachers to develop a rapport with their EA. Developing 

effective communication provides a structure to focus on student goals, and is reflective and 

responsive to student needs. It is essential that all members of the classroom team clearly 

understand their roles and responsibilities (Giangreco, 2013; Giangreco & Broer, 2005; 

Patterson, 2006).   

Education Assistants and Their Role 

The term education assistant (EA) is a current term for teacher assistant (TA), 

paraprofessional is used in research as an umbrella term for EA, TA and special education 

support worker (SEA). The term EA comes from the change in the teacher assistants job 

description as a result of legislation changes. EAs help with instructional tasks and sometimes 

teach small groups of students. 

EAs are vital to schools and incredibly valued by the staff with whom they work in 

partnership with. EAs provide a variety of supports and interventions for students within the 

complexities of their ever-changing role. The effectiveness of EA support is impacted by their 

knowledge of student learning, specific needs, and effective strategies (Giangreco, Broer, & 

Edelman, 2002; Giangreco & Broer, 2005; Giangreco, 2014; Killoran, Piazza-Templman, & 

Udell, 2001; Riggs, 2001). Historically, the primary job duties for most EAs were clerical in 

nature. Tasks included making copies, monitoring students during lunch, taking attendance, 

preparing materials, supervising non-instructional activities, and photocopying (Butt 2018; 

Keller, 2007). Recently, the role of the EA has changed to one that offer more instructional 

supports. This evolution is largely tied to the general ‘inclusion movement’(Butt, 2018) 

encompassed in the passing of special education policy and increased advocacy for students to be 
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educated in mainstream classrooms. “Consequently, the inclusion movement has in essence, 

resulted in a [EA] movement” (Tews & Lupart, 2008, p.40). The use of EAs to address new 

legislation has made them an integral part of the current educational framework (Barrio, 2017; 

Brock, 2015; French, 2003; Giangreco, 2014; Giangreco & Broer, 2005; Patterson, 2006). The 

variety of tasks that EAs are expected to assist with in schools lie on a vast continuum from 

personal care to primary instruction; showcasing the difficulty that school and education 

institutions face to effectively train EAs for their role (Killoran et al., 2001). The lack of clearly 

stated guidelines makes it difficult to assess what abilities and role description would make for 

effective deployment of EA service for students with disabilities (Tews & Lupart, 2008). A 

direct and on-going training program using coaching to develop job appropriate skills is gaining 

in popularity based on statistically significant positive results (Killoran et al., 2001 and; Stockall, 

2014). On-going training that targets providing collaboration time to teachers and EAs are 

showing positive results. Suggesting that when teachers and EAs are given an opportunity to 

assess and reflect what is working within the classroom students benefit.  

British Columbia Policy for Education Assistants  

 As this applied project takes place within a school in British Columbia it is important to 

understand what policy has been written for British Columbia’s educators. The BCTF published 

the Special Education Services Manual of Policies, Procedures and Guidelines (BC Ministry of 

Education, 2016) outlining key points for teachers to remember when working with EAs. “An 

[EA] must always work under the direction of a teacher or the principal. The [EA]’s role is to 

carry out the work that has been planned and developed by the teacher, either with an individual 

student or a small group” (BCTF, 2009). An excerpt from the Special Education Services: A 
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Manual of Policies, Procedures and Guidelines, under roles and responsibilities for teacher 

assistants, Section 18 of the School Act specifies that:  

(1) A board may employ persons other than teachers to assist teachers in carrying 

out their responsibilities and duties under this Act and the regulations. 

(2) Persons employed under subsection (1) shall work under the direction of a teacher 

and the general supervision of a teacher or school principal. 

Teachers are expected to design programs for students with special needs. Teachers’ 

assistants play a key role in many programs for students with special needs, performing 

functions which range from personal care to assisting the teacher with instructional 

programs. Under the direction of a teacher they may play a key role in implementing the 

program. (Special Education Services BC, 2016, 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/education/administration/kindergarten-to-grade-

12/inclusive/special_ed_policy_manual.pdf ) 

With a continuum of expectations as extensive as the ones outline in this document it is 

impossible to write explicit job descriptions for every eventuality. When the range of duties goes 

from personal care to instructional responsibilities, developing a training/professional 

development model to support EAs that is on-going would greatly benefit increasing confidence, 

skills and knowledge.  

Challenges with the Status Quo 

EA support has been identified as a “high-cost support with ‘very low or no impact’ on 

student learning outcomes” (Butt, 2018, p. 218), meaning EAs cost a lot for schools budgets and 

if they are not providing increased results for students we cannot afford to continue to utilize 

them in the same way. Schools want to have high impact supports utilizing a strength-based 
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approach where EAs are a value add to students. To ensure that EAs are a value add we must 

establish what components of EA roles are beneficial to the student and build the structure 

featuring strengths. Special Education has traditionally involved providing something ‘extra and 

different’ (Cook & Schirmer, 2003) to students like extra resources and different teaching 

techniques. Having a one to one EA is something different however research indicates that in its 

current state it is not always effective (Stockhall, 2014). Even when EAs have the best intentions 

student independence and access to the teacher (French, 2003) can be compromised.  

Additionally, EAs experience a sense of obligation to immediately assist students who 

are struggling because ‘what will on lookers think if I allow the student to struggle’. There are 

perceptions of laziness or having to justify strategies to on lookers who are unaware of learning 

goals but who are quick to pass judgement and comment on the optics of a situation without the 

facts. Learning how to navigate these situations and develop a positive school culture to limited 

them altogether is crucial in the implementation process.   

 Much research has been conducted since the 1980’s on what qualities and qualifications 

EAs should require (Butt 2018; Frank, Keith, & Steil 1988; Kellar, Bucholz, & Brady 2007; 

Killoran, Piazza-Templeman, Peters, & Udell 2001; Riggs, 2001; Stockall, 2014; Tews & Lupart 

2008). No consensus has been reached with several factors contributing to the dispute. The lack 

of clarity in roles and expectations can lead to uncertainty and disconnection between the teacher 

and EA in how to effectively support each classroom and students within that classroom.  

“EAs are now employed to provide learning support in classrooms to enable students 

with disability and learning difficulties to access learning in mainstream schools” (Butt, 2018, p/ 

218) and Rutherford (2012), adds that EAs have become the ‘solution for inclusion’ yet their 

training and qualifications have remained largely unchanged. It is imperative that the traditional 
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structure and deployment of EAs is in line with inclusive practices. Roles need to be adapted to 

compliment new training and inclusive education expectations that have been outlined in BC’s 

school system. With limited collaboration time between teachers and EAs the traditional 

structure continues to highlight an inequity occurring in mainstream schools; that is, “students 

without disability or learning difficulties receive their instruction from a qualified teacher but 

students with disability or learning difficulties can receive instruction from an unqualified 

TA” (Giangreco, 2005, p.10). 

Challenges in Rural Schools  

Rural schools experience challenges in providing effective and targeted professional 

learning opportunities to their employees due to funding restraints, participant minimums, 

geographic location, isolation, lack of resources, and technology requirements. In turn, rural 

educators have limited access to current professional development opportunities (Barrio, 2017) 

and often attend single event workshops that are not effective in sustaining any permanent 

change in the delivery methods of instructors. EAs and teaching staff alike want take-a-ways that 

can be utilized immediately to improve programming for students. Without on-going follow up 

“single event training sessions have little or no impact on everyday practice” (Brock & Carter, 

2015, p. 40). Connecting workshop content to daily practice using modeling, accountability and 

performance feedback at strategic times results in the implantation of an evidence-based practice 

with high fidelity (Brock & Carter, 2015). In the past decade, technology and internet 

connectivity and accessibility has improved for many rural schools. However, not all rural 

schools can support this updated way to disseminate current educational information and 

continue to have limited access to professional development opportunities (Bugaj, 2002). While 

rural schools wait for an increased capacity to provide professional development through 
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technology this guidebook supports current inclusive practices in a low-tech way that is on-

going, collaborative and based on educational research.  

With the limitations for rural schools in mind, the intent of this guidebook is to provide a 

point of reference that can facilitate on-going professional learning for teachers and EAs in the 

fields of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and effective collaborative practices. Intended as 

a tool to guide teachers and EAs in learning, reflection, growth and implementation throughout 

the school year this guidebook focuses on collaboration and UDL framework. It provides 

effective tools and strategies to begin implementing UDL into the classroom.  

Universal Design for Learning (UDL)  

What is UDL? UDL stands for Universal Design for Learning. UDL is an educational 

framework and set of principles that maximizes learning opportunities for all learners. This 

framework was developed by researchers from the Center for Applied Special Technology 

known as CAST.  It is based on three main principles; multiple means of engagement, multiple 

means of representation, and multiple means of action and expression. Multiple means referring 

to the provision of choice for students within each of these principles. Examples would be 

providing text, audio and visual resources for students to be able to access the content of the 

lesson based on what best supports a student’s learning style. Each principle has a set of detailed 

guidelines which provide an evidence-based approach to understanding how we can improve 

learning through tools and resources. Each principle is aimed at helping educators improve how 

we present information, engage students, and create inclusive assessments and evaluations. “One 

of the tenets of Universal Design for Learning is that designing learning experiences from the 

start with the UDL framework in mind is often more effective than retrofitting existing curricula 

and environments” (K. Coy. April 17, 2019, p.1).   
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UDL principles can be applied to the overall design of a classroom, the learning 

environment, and to specific instructional materials and strategies such as learning activities, 

learning resources, discussions, group work, handouts, on-line instruction, labs, field work, and 

demonstrations. Universally designed curriculum provides students with multiple and flexible 

ways of viewing or listening to information by removing barriers to make the learning 

environment more engaging; making the classroom more inclusive. Universally Designed 

curriculum reduces the need for special accommodations for students with disabilities. Each 

principle looks at a different aspect of learning; the ‘why’ of learning (engagement), the ‘what’ 

of learning (representation), and the ‘how’ of learning (action & expression). As educators we 

are often challenged to design and deliver curriculum for an increasingly diverse student 

population (Center for Academic and Faculty Enrichment, 2019). The Center for Applied Special 

Technology (CAST) who developed the UDL framework provide a website that is full of 

resources and an interactive UDL table with detailed information on the principles, guidelines 

and checkpoints. “The UDL Guidelines are not meant to be a ‘prescription’ but a set of 

suggestions that can be applied to reduce barriers and maximize learning opportunities for all 

learners (CAST, 2018).  

Nelson (2013) explains that the UDL framework is an organized collection of ‘Big Ideas’ 

that lead to providing options for learners, creating a learning environment with as few barriers 

as possible. Moving toward using the UDL framework in the classrooms is a process that 

requires dedication and patience. UDL is a framework and not a direct instruction program, it 

helps guide and inform the decision-making process, the teacher is in control of how that works 

in their classroom and learning environment. Designing the learning environment with the 

framework in mind takes time to become familiar with. 
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Principles of UDL 

There are three principles of UDL. These principles are meant to expand and 

accommodate various learning styles and enhance social participation. Teachers are experiencing 

ever changing and extremely diverse classrooms and CAST research suggests that student 

learning styles are as diverse as their finger print (Nelson, 2013). With such diverse classrooms 

how can teachers navigate the learning expectations of all their students, teach curriculum and 

maintain high standards for all? The UDL framework addresses potential barriers in a proactive 

way by providing students with choice instead of implementing reactive interventions. UDL asks 

educators to intentionally construct lessons that provide multiple pathways to learning that result 

in intrinsically motivated learners.  

The first principle is multiple means of engagement. Learners are diverse and differ 

markedly in the different ways that they engage with and are motivated to learn. There is no one 

way to present information that is optimal to all learners. Providing multiple options for 

engagement is essential to stimulate and motivate learners.  

The second principle is multiple means of representation, presenting information and 

content is various ways. Providing students with options to read, listen to or interact with content 

that is adjustable for optimal use. Underlining the point that if learners are unable to access 

information the learning is impossible.  

The third principle is multiple means of action and expression, presenting learners with 

different ways to express what they know in a way that showcases their talents. The options to 

show what you know have historically been in written form. This is no longer the case, with the 

development of technology and personal devices students can present their knowledge is 

multiple ways. This ability to present knowledge in unique and personal ways is important for 

both student success and engagement.  
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UDL in British Columbia 

The BC Ministry of Education outlines 4 key underpinnings of the UDL framework. 

• Teachers make adjustments to personalize learning for all students, not just those with 

disabilities. 

• Flexibility is the key to providing a curriculum that does not stigmatize or penalize 

students for having learning differences. 

• Curriculum materials are as varied and diverse as the learning style and needs of 

students. 

• Groups of students include a continuum of learner differences with evolving strengths 

and needs. (BC Ministry of Education, 2011) 

A piece that is missing from the literature is the link between teacher practice and 

understandings of UDL and the reality that often EAs are responsible for making these 

accommodations for students. It is paramount that EAs are also made aware of the principles of 

UDL to ensure that students are receiving appropriate supports. “The ultimate goal of UDL: to 

develop “expert learners” who are, each in their own way, resourceful and knowledgeable, 

strategic and goal-directed, purposeful and motivated” (CAST, 2018). Without all the 

stakeholders having the information surrounding best practice and understanding the current 

educational frameworks being deployed in classrooms, students with disabilities who have 

greater needs will be hindered (Brock & Carter, 2015; Giangreco, Suter, & Doyle, 2010). In 

thinking about this gap in knowledge, communication and support, schools and districts need to 

develop effective collaboration and training opportunities for all members of an educational 

support team.  
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Professional Development Gap  

There are scholarly articles on how teachers need to build collaborative professional 

learning communities to further their own lifelong learning and to the adapting landscape of 

education. There are also many articles that discuss the need for EAs to receive adequate and 

current training to assist the vastly diverse continuum of learners within schools and inclusive 

settings. There is limited information on how teachers and EAs must collaborate to further 

students learning opportunities. This is a gap in the research and a missing piece to successfully 

achieving inclusive classrooms that are engaging in effective UDL frameworks to create ‘expert 

learners’. Educational institutions are overlooking the piece of the equation that has direct impact 

on students’ experiences in school. Hargraves & Fullen published Call to Action in 2016, stating 

that “the quality of teaching is the most important in-school factor that affects students learning 

and achievement” (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2016, p. 1) and yet there are limited resources to link 

the importance of the relationship between the teacher and the EAs within the classroom. If 

teachers are participating in their own professional learning communities how are EAs being 

engaged in meaningful ways to be effective contributors to student outcomes? “Time and 

resources or the lack thereof remain one of the biggest challenges to professional learning for 

school staff” (Brown & Poortman, 2017, p. 32).  

Guiding Question   

How collaboration and UDL can provide clarity and support EAs in their work within 

classrooms and with individual students? Without a constructive and open communication 

system between teachers and EAs targeting learning goals will continue to happen separately 

between the two educators. Without a clear, defined goal and an educational framework that 

supports the goal each individual who works with a student will approach the goal in the way 
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they understand to be best practice. Potentially limiting student progress and reducing 

independent skill development.  
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

Introduction 

 As schools and classrooms become more diverse educators are looking for ways for 

classrooms to be more responsive to the unique needs of the students. “When collaboration 

works, it can result in something that is better than what individuals produce alone” (Chandler-

Olcott & Hinchman, 2019, p. 125). Linking EA preparedness and their effectiveness in working 

with students with special needs to collaboration is an important idea to understand within the 

framework of the current education structure. However, if EAs and teachers are not confident or 

sure on how to remove those barriers then concern lies in the makeup of the current education 

system in being able to provide learning opportunities for all. EAs report being undereducated 

and wanting more training and professional development opportunities to be better able to 

support students within the classroom (Brock & Carter, 2015; Butt, 2018; Frank, 1988; 

Giangreco, 2005; Patterson, 2006; Riggs, 2001). A gap in the current system is that EAs and 

teachers have limited time to work together as school days are over scheduled. When educators 

do receive collaboration time, without a plan or direction the urge to ‘prep’ is overwhelming and 

collaboration is abandoned. Developing collaboration skills are essential for teachers and EAs to 

be able to start working ‘smarter and not harder’. Embracing the idea that two minds are better 

than one begins the journey to collaboration. When teachers and EAs begin working together to 

tackle problems as co-creators’ educators begin to remove barriers to learning for both 

themselves and students. Moving forward the education system needs to focus on providing 

meaningful opportunities to all relevant stakeholders when designing a process for developing 
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expert leaners by effectively removing barriers to learning. Without a structured outline on how 

to achieve this goal, of removing barriers for learners, the historical role of the EA persists.  

History of the Education Assistant (EA) 

 EAs, also known as Teacher Assistant (TA), paraeducator, paraprofessional, or 

instructional aides have been employed within education dating back over 60 years (French, 

2003; Riggs, 2001).  Initially titled Teacher Assistant, the role was clerical and provided the 

preparation of materials under the direction and guidance of the teacher (Butt, 2018; Keller, 

Bucholz & Brady, 2007; Killoran et al., 2001; Patterson, 2006; Tews & Lupart, 2008). The 

mandates from IDEA and No Child Left Behind (NCLB) from the United States shifted the 

education paradigm for students with special needs and in turn, shifted the services that 

paraprofessionals provide (French, 2003; Giangreco, Broer, & Edelman, 2002; Patterson 2006). 

This shift amplified the need for individualized instruction and a commitment to equal 

opportunities for children (French, 2003). “The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act (2001) 

requires that EAs work ‘under the direct supervision of a teacher’ and ‘in close and frequent 

proximity to the teacher’” (Patterson, 2006, p. 2). Although these are American laws the changes 

to the EAs roles within schools have been echoed in Canadian schools. School attempting to 

adhere to these mandates have left EAs providing more of an instructional role for students with 

special needs (Giangreco & Broer, 2005) and supports are reactive instead of proactive. 

“Reliance on teacher assistants is considered by many a necessary mechanism to support 

inclusive education” (Giangreco, 2013, p.94) which is a statement still shared by many schools. 

“How equitable is it that unqualified TAs are employed to provide learning support” (Butt, 2018, 

p.219) to the students with the greatest needs?   
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Professional Development and Training  

The literature reveals that “paraprofessionals are responsible for supporting students at 

risk of/with disabilities in a variety of academic and nonacademic tasks, yet they often lack 

appropriate training” (Barrio, 2017, p.36) to effectively support these students. “[W]hile it is 

clear special education paraprofessionals would benefit from more training. It is less clear how 

such training should be delivered” (Brock & Carter, 2015, p.40). Butt (2018), would suggest a 

training system that was ongoing and career enhancing be most appropriate. Barrio, et al. (2017) 

found that providing on-going and targeted professional development that was in-line with 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) frameworks yielded positive results for EAs. Examining 

the efficacy of a professional development training package, Brock & Carter, (2015) state that 

the results indicated a statistically significant correlation between professional development 

opportunities that where on-going and implementation fidelity in the classroom. It is through a 

targeted and ongoing training model that schools begin to effectively build capacity within their 

EA workforce.  

Collaboration  

 “Collaboration is a powerful vehicle to promote faculty learning and professional 

development and an effective way to maximize the impact of institutional investments in 

faculty” (Baldwin, 2007, p. 26). What is collaboration; and how can we achieve effective 

collaboration that informs ‘best’ practices in education? We must first look at why individuals 

and organizations spend time and resources on establishing collaborative practices. What 

challenges are encountered throughout the process? What motivates collaborators to embark on a 

shared journey? (Baldwin, 2007). One definition of collaboration explains the process as “an 

effective interpersonal process that facilitates the achievement of goals that cannot be reached 
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when individual professionals act on their own” (Bronstein, 2003, p.299) Individuals and 

organizations are seeking to learn about  ‘best’ practices in education and apply that knowledge 

to their own situations. “Increasing knowledge and understanding is best achieved by connecting 

with others and sharing information. The outcome is new learning or insights to better adapt and 

more effectively respond to a rapidly changing environment” (Baldwin, 2007, p. 27).  

In education, professional learning networks can be defined as “any group who engages 

in collaborative learning with others outside of their everyday community of practice in order to 

improve teaching and learning in their school and or school system” (Brown & Portman, 2017, 

p.20). Research supports evidence for this approach, teacher collaboration and learning networks 

can lead to improved teaching practice and increased student learning (Brown & Portman, 2017). 

Collaboration engages educators in opening up their beliefs and practices to investigate and 

debate effective strategies and resources that engage all learners. “For successful collaboration, 

active participation is important” (Brown & Portman, 2017).  

Challenges to Collaboration   

Challenges with collaboration often are a result of interpersonal conflict. It is how we are 

able to navigate these conflicts in our search for truth that allows us to collaborate effectively. 

When groups commit to collaborative practices there must be a framework for supporting and 

maintaining shared goals and building trust. Every individual enters into a situation with ideas, 

goals and opinions that have the potential to cause communication break downs and be barriers 

to collaboration. Finding common interests and setting goals, while difficult, generates a focus 

for the group. Baldwin (2007), cautions that entering into a collaboration casually without 

thinking through the nature of the partnership has the potential to leave one or more of the 

participants disappointed. Further considerations must address the issue of a potential power 
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dynamic between participants within a group. Power dynamics can influence the decision-

making processes and have profoundly negative effects if not addressed. Another barrier to 

collaboration is the challenge of time. Time has always been a challenge for educators as there is 

little time given for teachers to work and plan together and often prep time is consumed with 

tasks. Fullan & Hargreaves (2016) indicate that this is true, educators do not take enough time to 

focus on their own learning. They spend their time “getting things done”, focusing on the 

product, checking something off the ‘to do’ list, and not on the process and the learning. Within 

the confines of the school day how does one effectively carve out space to participate in 

collaboration in an effective way? Some schools are building it into their timetables however, 

those are isolated instances and not a wide spread initiative.   

Baldwin (2007), identifies four key components to successful collaborations: trust, 

communication, a sense of shared interests and goals, defined and clear expectations and roles. 

Trust is essential for collaboration, if one party perceives a member as being non-authentic, 

either overly positive or negative they may be reluctant to fully participating in the project. Trust 

between partners must exist, “trust is a product of vulnerability that grows overtime and requires 

work, attention, and full engagement. Trust isn’t a grand gesture – it’s growing a marble 

collection” (Brown, 2012, p. 53). Trust is something that can be built, and improved upon but 

must be maintained. Trust is a sense of connection and belonging (Lencioni, 2010) and group 

members who trust one another are comfortable in being open, and can communicate ideas, even 

ideas that may lead to conflict.  

Engaging in frequent and meaningful communication is key to establishing and 

maintaining trust between collaborators. “Communication is central to the creation of the 

alignment of partner’s expectations, goals and objective” (Kelly, Schaan, & Joncas, 2002, p.15). 
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Shared or common circumstances, interests and goals are critical when establishing and 

maintaining collaborative groups. The shared responsibility must be sustained throughout the 

entire process. Bronstein (2003) states that collaboration is achieved by having 1) a shared 

vision, 2) clearly defined roles, 3) an agreed upon mission and strategy, 4) all parties engaged in 

the decision-making process, and 5) the ability to compromise. The fourth and final component 

listed by Baldwin (2003), is having defined roles, procedures and expectations of members 

within the group. These create a framework outlining boundaries that each member of the group 

is meant to follow, what is and is not expected and how each member is to contribute to the 

group. Baldwin noted some tangible and intangible outcomes to collaborations for the higher 

education staff in the study. Outcomes included new and revised courses, curriculum 

enhancements, enhanced student learning opportunities, new professional networks, additional 

collaborations, and a renewed and reenergized faculty that had built stronger relationships. 

Collaborations are quintessential, “and nothing is more beneficial to successful collaboration 

than brilliant ideas that emerge through dialogue” (Baldwin, 2007, p. 30) with colleagues that 

have a shared central focus and purpose. “Working together with colleagues to address shared 

concerns and to grow together is the hallmark of a vital academic community” (Baldwin, 2007, 

p. 30).  

Working together and sharing ideas can only serve to improve the education system as a 

whole for all stakeholders, so it is in our best interest to do so, given that educators share the 

same goals and priorities of improving student achievement (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2016). In a 

collaborative team it is important that members opinions and ideas and heard. It does not mean 

that you must agree with all of them. “Productive ideological conflict, passionate unfiltered 

debate around issues of importance” are part of challenging each other to get the best possible 
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results (Lencioni, 2010, p.50). Effective collaboration can, at times, be uncomfortable however, 

having the trust of the team and quality communication networks allows for difficult 

conversations to be given the space they need to happen. When groups have clearly established 

visions, shared goals and trust, true change can happen. Collaboration is a skill that can be 

learned, and also needs to be maintained and improved upon to order to work effectively. 

Collaboration is difficult and “if team members are not making one another feel uncomfortable at 

times, by pushing each other out of their ‘emotional comfort zones’ it is likely that they are not 

making the best decisions for the organization” (Lencioni, 2010, p. 38). When pushed outside 

our natural tendencies and comfort zones we are open to see new perspectives that we might not 

have initially seen. Lencioni offers activities and practices for organizations and suggests the use 

of the conflict continuum. Allowing members to identify what level of conflict they are 

comfortable with and to develop understanding around what conflict looks like. One tool that he 

recommends is the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument.  

This tool looks into five areas (Thomas & Kilmann, 2010):  

1. Accommodating: Kill your enemies with kindness  

2. Competing: Might makes right 

3. Compromising: Split the difference  

4. Avoiding: Leave well enough alone” 

5. Collaborating: Two heads are better than one 

The effectiveness of a given conflict-handling mode depends on the requirements of the 

specific situation and the skill with which you use that mode (p.3) 
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Conflict, as described above, is inevitable and necessary in effective collaboration. When trust, 

communication, shared goals and defined roles have been established and maintained educators 

are provided with the opportunity to plan with innovation and creativity and without fear of 

being judged.  

Challenges for Rural Schools 

 For the purpose of this project, it is important to address the rural school challenges that 

teachers and EAs encounter. Remote and isolated schools located in northern B.C. experience 

unique challenges in providing educators with current resources and professional development 

opportunities. Key factors for these challenges are, remote/isolated location, a lack of resources 

and lack of local professional development opportunities (Barrio, 2017).  

Remote school locations provide many challenges and barriers to learning for both 

students and educators. Access being a major challenge, simply getting to these remote schools 

requires multiple types of transportation, logistics and an expensive cost. The location can also 

provide a roadblock to quick and reliable internet. Although technology and internet accessibility 

has improved for many rural schools not all rural schools can support this updated way to 

disseminate current educational information. Even though accessibility to internet has advanced 

the machines used to deploy these new technologies are often not equipped with the appropriate 

upgrades. School budgets are stretched thin to cover extra shipping costs to get materials to 

isolated locations.  

There is also limited access to targeted professional development opportunities (Bugaj, 

2002). Traditionally, professional development opportunities have been “single event training 

workshops” (Brock & Carter, 2015, p.40) and these “sessions have little or no impact on 

everyday practice” (Brock & Carter, 2015, p.40). Requesting a leading educational speaker to 
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visit isolated school district can be a great cost and requires extensive planning logistics to be 

denied because rural districts are unable to meet the minimum participant requirements. Rural 

schools and districts must be flexible and creative in their approach to supporting effective 

professional development opportunities. This guidebook supports a gap in current professional 

development opportunities for rural schools. It utilizes research based educational frameworks 

that are supported by B.C.’s inclusive education policy and is a cost-effective way for educators 

to participate in an on-going, current professional develop opportunity that fosters learner 

ownership and accountability.  

Teacher Perceptions  

Research has indicated “many practitioners struggle to implement these evidence-based 

practices with fidelity” (Brock et al. 2017, p. 7). Teachers use of the UDL framework depends on 

their knowledge and comfort level. Having a plan to develop, not only teacher confidence, but 

also EA confidence within the framework is an opportunity to grow together and be reflective of 

each other’s experience in becoming proficient in using UDL in the classroom. “You cannot 

have students as continuous learners and effective collaborators, without teachers having the 

same characteristics” (Hargreaves, 1993, p. 46). Teachers need to be provided with the time and 

structure to delve into transforming their teaching practice into one that is more proactive, in 

imagining the learning environment and removing barriers, rather than reactive where EAs are 

used as interventionists.  

Student Perceptions  

Students who receive individual support from EAs report feeling isolated from peers, 

removal from group tasks and find that even when EAs have the best intentions their supports 

can limit independent progress and hover (Tews & Lupart, 2008). The difference between 
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effective supports and ineffective supports are having clear guidelines and expectations to help 

differentiate type and gradual removal of supports. Creating independence and authentic social 

connection must be identified as part of the goal for the student and direct supports to achieve 

that goal given to the EA as well. When schools are bound to timelines and schedules it can be 

difficult to allow the space for students to target skills development that foster independence.  

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 

“Universal design for learning (UDL) is a framework to improve and optimize teaching 

and learning for all people based on scientific insights into how humans learn” (CAST, 2019). 

The UDL framework designed by the Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST) focuses 

on an approach to learning that minimizes barriers and maximizes the learning for all students. 

To break down the term further, universal means that curriculum is designed with everyone in 

mind. Each learner comes to the classroom with individual strengths, background knowledge and 

needs; curriculum design should provide genuine learning opportunities for every student. In 

thinking about the word learning, learning is not one thing, neuroscience tells us that our brains 

have three networks (CAST, 2019), one for recognition - the ‘what’ of learning, one for skills 

and strategies – the ‘how’ of learning and, one for caring and prioritizing - the ‘why’ of learning. 

Thirdly, the word design implies that considerations were made initially during curriculum 

development to support all. The idea for specialized design comes from the field of architecture. 

“Designing buildings for those in the margins contributes to a better experience for everyone” 

(CAST, 2019). Some examples that come from the field of architecture are the cut ramps that are 

used by people in wheelchairs, can also be used by people pushing strollers, pulling luggage, 

riding bicycles, skateboarding. The closed captioning on TVs service people who are deaf, 

people learning English, people working out at gyms and partners who go to sleep at different 
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times. UDL takes this idea and applies it to the design of flexible curriculums for all learners in 

schools.   

Historically curriculum was designed to address the needs of the so-called ‘average’ 

student. This has inadvertently caused unnecessary barriers to learning. This traditional approach 

keeps the learner and curriculum separate however “success can only occur when the learner and 

the curriculum interact in ways that help them both improve at the same time” (Gordon, Meyer, 

& Rose, 2014, p. 4). Therefore, it is important for EAs to access to collaboration.  

Principles of UDL 

The framework consists of three principles, multiple means of engagement, multiple 

means of representation and action and expression that focus on developing, knowledge, skills 

and enthusiasm for learning. These principles explain that learners are all unique in the ways that 

they engage with, internalize and represent their learning as well as express connections to the 

content. Within these three principles educators are to provide multiple options. The first 

principle underlying UDL is multiple means of representing knowledge. Representation can be 

defined as designing instructional materials that make content accessible to the greatest number 

of learners (Capp, 2018; Gordon, Meyer & Rose, 2014; Nelson, 2013). Using multiple types of 

examples allows classroom teachers to highlight the critical features of a concept and 

differentiate that concept from others. This enables a deeper engagement with content and 

broader access to the concept. “By providing multiple ways of representing knowledge to 

students, it is claimed that content is made accessible for students with diverse backgrounds, 

learning styles, and abilities” (Capp, 2018, p. 2).  

The second principle of UDL is providing multiple means of action and expression in 

order for students to demonstrate their knowledge in many ways. A universally designed 

curriculum allows for students to demonstrate their learning using multiple mediums as no one 
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option works for all students (Nelson, 2013; Gordon, Meyer, & Rose, 2014; Capp, 2018). By 

creating multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate their knowledge and understanding, 

teachers and EAs can support students to overcome barriers to the learning process. “UDL is 

based on the view that when a student does not make progress in their learning educators look 

for potential barriers in the curriculum and their pedagogy, rather than barriers caused by the 

student” (Capp, 2018, p. 3). When students are given the opportunity and support to take control 

of their education and learning through choice of activities, they become more engaged (Nelson, 

2013; Gordon, Meyer & Rose, 2014; Capp, 2018).   

The third and final principle of the UDL framework is multiple means of engagement. 

UDL is meant to shift educator thinking to “consider the classroom as an ecosystem where there 

is constant interplay between students, the resources, [the educator] and the expectations of the 

environment” (Nelson, 2013, p. 3). When consistently using the first two principles of UDL 

(representation and action and expression) students engagement increases. As educators observe 

that engagement is not captured in a one size fits option and provide students and a range of 

choice, student motivation with increase. The following figure briefly outline the key 

components to the UDL framework.  
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Figure 1. Principles and Guidelines of UDL 

 

Adapted from the Center for Applied Special Technology. 2011. Universal Design for Learning 

Guidelines 2.0.  
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Chapter 3 

Considerations for Implementation of Project  

Introduction 

Fostering and maintaining strong collaborative relationships are critically important for 

EAs and teachers working together to provide a high-quality education for all students. Having 

an organized resource to support teachers and EAs as they embark on this professional 

development journey was the impetus for the creation of the guidebook. “To make learning more 

accessible, you have to remove barriers” (Nelson, 2013, p. 3). 

For the purpose of this project I chose to create a guidebook, Collaboration is Essential: 

A Guidebook for Educational Assistants working in UDL, that is accessible for both teachers and 

EAs. This is not meant to be a comprehensive resource manual rather a tool to begin the journey 

of collaboration, targeting UDL as the educational framework of choice.  

EAs need access to professional development and best practice educational tools that allow them 

to be effective in their roles and feel like contributing members of the school. Small rural schools 

often lack funds to provide continual professional development opportunities to staff and have 

geographical barriers to attending events. Barrio (2017) states that “sustained and intensive 

professional development is the most effective type of training for educators as compared with 

shorter professional development” (p.137) and this guidebook supports continual purposeful 

exploration with the UDL framework. Further supporting work within the UDL framework to 

allow learning to be accessible to all students. The use of this guidebook facilitates the 

development of a collaborative approach to implementing UDL in the classroom that supports 

both the teacher and EA in their professional growth. When people are given the chance to 

collaborate, that collaboration facilitates the blending of separate partial ideas together to form 
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larger exceptional ideas. Schools must find time to allocate collaboration time for teachers and 

EAs. School scheduled collaboration time supports the visual that schools believe collaboration 

is important and vital to the learning process. 

 In developing this project, the initial focus was on the role of the EA in working with 

students with special needs. When reviewing the literature reoccurring themes emerged from 

both the teachers and EAs. A few of the overarching themes are; role clarity, training gap, time 

crunch, limited knowledge of the authentic inclusive practises and undefined collaboration 

expectations.  

Teacher Perspectives 

Teachers describe a time and training gap (Butt, 2018) for EAs who enter the classroom 

with limited knowledge of student need and zero time to train them on role expectations while 

simultaneously teaching and meeting students’ needs within the classroom. Each student has 

their own diverse needs and each EA role looks different to accommodate those needs. How are 

EAs prepared to support students’ needs?  

EA Perspectives  

EAs also highlight a training gap and general role clarity as an area of concern. What are 

the roles and responsibilities of an EA in the modern classroom when working with students? In 

British Columbia, the roles and responsibilities document hasn’t been upgraded since 2009 and 

the education landscape has changed greatly over the last decade. A few critical components of 

the changing educational landscape have been school budget expenditures and collective 

agreements. Schools and districts are bound monetarily to budgets and expected to provide 

comprehensive supports to all students with shrinking budgets and increased costs. Without a 

clear plan for how to support student needs with limited funding essential services and training 
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opportunities are not being funded. EAs are also bound by their collective agreements and 

working hours. Many EAs discuss timing issues as a hinderance to their jobs. Their schedules 

have them arriving after the morning bell has gone and leaving before the end of the day. 

Schools are busy places with everyone being scheduled to supervise or instruct students from 

bell to bell. If collaboration time is not built into the schedule with purpose it will be one of the 

first actions to fall off inside the incredibly busy timetable that education staff work within. This 

leaves limited time for collaboration with teaching staff and a sense of disconnection.    

Overview 

In looking at the developing themes from the research, it became clear that teachers and 

EAs are looking for clarity that is succinct, efficient, targeted and effective. This guidebook aims 

at creating a bridge to support a learning journey in applying the UDL framework to support all 

learners and supporting the skill development of educators with an on-going purpose. The 

guidebook outlines key stages throughout the process to mitigate feeling overwhelmed, 

overworked and ineffective.  

The first section addresses collaboration and what skills are needed to begin to work 

collaboratively, opening with discussing group norms (BCPVPA, 2019), and how to establish 

shared goals (Brown, 2018; Straus, 2002). Straus’ book, How to Make Collaboration Work, 

(2002), outlined the structure for developing the guidebook. Initial activities and tasks model 

Straus’ process to predesigning a collaboration process that will be successful. Straus (2002), 

states that collaboration requires a process that reduces ambiguity to offset counterproductive 

behaviour. Straus outlines key principles to developing a collaborative group, involve the 

relevant stakeholders and design a process map. In regards to this project, the stakeholders are 

the educators working within the classroom. The teacher and EA must design the process 
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together to be able to effectively work on the shared values of the learning environment (Straus, 

2002). 

The next section provides an overview of the UDL framework and its subsections as 

developed by CAST. Within that section an initial activity provides a focus for EAs and teachers 

to begin thinking about the process of transforming the classroom into a learning environment 

for all. Another initial tool to align teacher and EAs thinking is developing a Resource Map. 

Resource mapping (Nelson, 2013), provides educators with an understanding of what resources 

they have access to and then using the UDL table (see figure 1 above) they begin to look at how 

those resources can be used to support each principle. “The goal of this activity is to know what 

you have so you can use it in the design of your learning environment and lessons” (Nelson, 

2013, pg. 100). This is something that takes time and will continue to be revamped throughout 

the process, however, the guidebook provides an initial snapshot of resources currently available. 

Once the Resource Mapping activity is completed, a learning-space walk is the next task 

that will start to connect the UDL theory to practice. Guiding questions bring attention to the 

decisions being made for the learning space. Are the posters around the room used to assist 

student learning or were they placed with aesthetics in mind? How do the tools and resources 

within the classroom reinforce the goals? If the goal is to have students attend to the posters are, 

they in an easily visible space? Is the classroom set up so students can move around the room to 

seek out this information?  

Once these initial activities are completed the teacher and EA can begin to extend their 

use of strategies, resources and tools to develop their own understanding of how to best utilize 

each resource. The following sections focuses on scheduling rubrics that provide clarity and clear 
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direction for when each tool or strategy is best used. Providing a concrete document that outlines 

the goal of the lesson and the goals of the learner support achieving student independence.  

Guidebook Usage Ideas 

A potential roll out of this guidebook might be that this guidebook be facilitated in a book 

club format where each section is discussed at the beginning of every staff meeting, or a portion 

of a Pro D day is allocated to the guidebook. Finding the time to allocate and provide a 

professional development piece such as this one might prove to be challenging. EAs and teachers 

are able to choose their own professional development and might not elect to participate in such 

a self-directed on-going process. As challenging as it would be for administrators, being able to 

find time within the school day for 30 minutes once a month that is specifically allocated to 

teachers and their EA to work on collaboration that targets UDL and student supports would be 

ideal.   

Author’s Perspective 

 I have been an educator in small remote schools for over a decade and have seen a 

change in how EAs support the classroom, students and within the overall system. 

Responsibilities for EAs are growing but training and role clarity are not. Acknowledging that 

this is happening allows educators to then seek a solution. As a Learning Assistance Teacher 

(LAT), supporting EAs with students was one of the major components of the position. 

However, there was a piece missing and pertinent information was not being shared with all the 

stakeholders. Teachers weren’t communicating with the EA in a meaningful way, that’s not to 

say they weren’t appreciated or that anyone is to blame. It is the system that is flawed. There is a 

lot of talk about inclusion but minimal time and support allocated to how to effectively become a 

genuine inclusive school that uses the UDL framework with mastery. The process of relearning 
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and transforming how support is delivered to all learners by removing barriers instead of 

inserting interventions is a journey that takes a long time. The research discusses the benefits of 

collaboration and that the group brain is better than one. Partial ideas are able to attach 

themselves to the ideas of others and capture a more complete picture with a rich depth and 

breadth that can only be achieved when people talk to one another.  

The idea for this project was formulated from my personal context as a Learning 

Assistance Teacher (LAT). These experiences and workplace challenges contributed to the 

creation of this guidebook. As schools today face ever changing challenges, therefore, it is 

crucial that school leaders focus on prioritizing time and allocate resources to be effective for 

students and staff. Factors that are plaguing the education system and the role of the EA within 

classrooms; in relation to UDL and collaboration, are role clarity, time, professional 

development implementation, limited collaboration, ineffective uses of EAs, and uncertainty in 

UDL. 

As the LAT, it was part of my position to schedule and assist EAs in implementing 

interventions and supports for students. However, the closer I worked with the EAs and the 

student the further removed the teacher became from the process. Not all of the important 

stakeholders were being made a part of the planning and implementation process. There was a 

communication breakdown in the system as it was currently being deployed. This led to 

miscommunication of information and no shared goals or vision for the students, the classroom 

or within the school setting. In questioning how this could work better, receiving feedback and 

then delving into the research the themes that emerged were; role uncertainty and effective 

collaboration time. Within the context of BC schools, EAs and administrators are bound by the 

CUPE contract. Often, this doesn’t leave enough time for school staff to effectively connect and 
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limited scheduled collaboration time makes things more difficult. The fast-paced world of 

schools has everyone working incredibly hard, with minute by minute schedules from bell to 

bell. Teachers and EAs need a way to carve out some time to develop and work on shared goals 

for students. The guidebook outlines the steps to achieving effective collaboration throughout the 

school year. Each section provides content knowledge and outline a task to activate thinking for 

each participant.  

Research outlines the limited benefits of one-off professional development sessions, 

Joyce and Showers (2002) determined that the traditional professional development one-time 

workshop technique, had an effect size of 0.0 on transfer of training to practice. “Sustained and 

intensive professional development is the most effective type of training for educators” (Barrio, 

2017, p. 137), and providing opportunities for hands-on experience or active learning that is an 

integration of their daily work enhanced educator’s knowledge and skills.  

Based on these themes, the development of the guidebook had to accommodate for the 

expressed challenges for both teachers and EAs. It must be clear and concise, synthesizing the 

mass amounts of information on UDL into concrete manageable chunks, outline and streamline 

tasks and conversations and progress on a timeline that supports ongoing development and 

ongoing checks-ins to implement and maintain rigour and fidelity of practice for the students.  

The initial steps were to read the research around UDL and collaboration. The CAST 

website provides interactive usage with the UDL material. As founders of the framework this is 

an excellent primary source to retrieve information.   

Challenges 

When taking on any new challenge the idea can be met with hesitancy and resistance. 

When promoting this new tool to school staff, thoughtful wording and consideration of the 
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message is very important. “It’s not the WHAT or HOW you do things that matters; what 

matters more is that WHAT and HOW you do things is consistent with your WHY” (Sinek, 

2011, p. 166). Schools are busy places that are bound by timetables, contracts and collective 

agreements, and the ‘why’ of your actions must be transparent and known to all staff. Clear 

purpose and intention can then drive the decision-making process and avoid staff reluctancy to 

buy-in to a new thing that can seem like ‘one more thing’. 

Giangreco (2002; 2002a; 2003; 2005; 2013; 2017), suggests that the current education 

system is flawed. The common practice in many schools being to charge the EA with the task of 

being a primary support of a student, especially students with serve disabilities, in inclusive 

classrooms (Giangreco, 2013; Giangreco & Broer, 2007). EAs are making real time decisions for 

students with minimal support from the classroom or Special Education teacher. Without direct 

coaching on research based best practice techniques, how are EAs to know how to best support 

students IEP goals and needs? This research changed the direction of the project from an EA 

focused lens to that of a collaborative lens, where classroom stakeholders are all contributing 

members in developing the learning environment. The guidebook provides a resource list that 

directly correlates to the UDL framework in multiple means of representation, engagement and 

action and expression. EAs and teachers alike can use the resource list to support each section of 

UDL framework. This is meant to be a snapshot of proven resources not an exhaustive list. The 

idea sharing that comes from the collaborative process directs where future resource 

development comes from. The challenge is to take daily observations, relate them to theory and 

then transform theory into practical application that is functional in general education.  
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Final Thoughts 

All learners are mandated by law to receive an education, students’ needs are as diverse 

and unique as a snowflake and time in finite. This we know. What we also know is that 

classrooms can no longer be islands where each teacher works in isolation with ‘their’ class. 

Collaboration is a powerful tool to release undo stress that has been placed on teachers and EAs. 

With the ever-busy schedules and demands of teachers and EAs time, working together more 

effectively, efficiently and positively with a clear goal in mind alleviates the feeling of being 

overwhelmed and overworked.  
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Chapter 4 

 Reflection 

Introduction 

 
When embarking on this learning journey my initial focus was on the role of the EA 

within the education system. It became clear to me quite early on that my focus was misguided. 

Focusing strictly on defining the role of the EA was not best practice. Individual learners all need 

something different and it would be impossible to write up roles and responsibilities for every 

variable. The research suggests that this type of approach would be perpetuating the creation a 

deficit model in education for students with learning disabilities. Instead, working within an 

educational framework that is research driven, such as Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 

encourages flexibility to generate customizable roles for EAs that provide maximum benefits for 

all students. Present educational discussions focus on developing positive and effective 

professional collaboration. Learning to work together efficiently and effectively is often difficult 

and requires direction, scaffolding, shared goals and a common language. It can be cultivated 

through targeted activities and practice. Professional collaboration demands a structure that is 

focused, purposeful, and trustworthy so all participants feel like equal contributors. Educators 

love to talk about work and their students however, best intended conversations are often, just 

conversations, and don’t result in action steps to take forward. Structured collaboration time 

provides educators with a focus to effectively establish goals for all learners.   

After considerable consideration and directional changes to drill down to the basis of my 

inquiry, I developed the guiding question “How can collaboration and UDL provide clarity and 

support EAs in their work within classrooms and with individual students?” This question guided 

my research and challenged my previous ideas of what student supports look like. As educators 
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in BC continue to develop and grow their inclusion practices within classrooms and schools, we 

need to simultaneously support the learning of all the stakeholders within the educational system. 

Inclusion needs to encompass the workforce in charge of delivering this new model. School 

staffs are better prepared to remove barriers for students when school teams are provided the 

space and time to exchange ideas and plan learning environments to best suit learners needs. The 

guidebook provides this direction for educators to continue on their inclusive education journey 

by providing step and step activities to develop a greater understanding of how to remove 

barriers to education for students.  

Personal Connections 

I set out to research and develop something that would make an impact for EAs who 

work incredibly hard in classrooms to make school and learning a successful for students. 

Drilling down to the heart of my questioning took many different forms. However, in the end the 

overarching theme that I found was that EAs wanted more; more training, more knowledge, 

more skills, more communication. I looked at professional development workshops that EAs 

could attend and found they were often single event professional development and didn’t align 

for EAs. When speaking with EAs and teachers what they wanted was targeted time to discuss 

real things that were happening in the classroom for students. Time to discuss IEPs, interventions 

and supports. Time to develop and practice what inclusion looks like in their learning 

environments and most importantly nobody wanted something that felt like ‘one more thing’.  

From my personal experiences as a classroom teacher and LAT, I identified that the relationship 

between the teacher and EA as a gap in current programming. I developed the guidebook to help 

support the on-going and targeted development of skills to encourage ownership of ones 

learning. The guidebook also provides choice for members to engage in the learning. 
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Support for EAs 

In discussions with EAs about what is most challenging in their roles supporting learners 

I discovered that the overarching theme was a lack of clarity. Many EAs feel unclear about how 

to support students who are struggling and feel unsupported themselves. The research pointed 

out countless times that EAs want more training, more support and more skills (Brock & Carter, 

2015; Brock, et al., 2017; Barrio & Hollingshead, 2017; Butt, 2018; Frank, Keith & Steil, 1988; 

French, 2003; Giangreco, 2013; Giangreco & Broer, 2005; Killoran, Piazza-Templeman, Peters 

& Udell, 2001; Patterson, 2006; Riggs, 2001; Stockall, 2014; Tews & Lepart, 2008). This lack of 

clarity stems from many factors; limited time with the teacher to discuss student goals, limited 

training or experience with specific leaner diagnosis, poor scheduling, unclear guidelines, mixed 

messaging from educational partners (i.e. outside professionals, counsellors, special education 

teachers and the classroom teacher), lack of clear and timely communication between 

educational teams members, reactive interventions instead of proactive supports, and exclusion. 

Providing clarity is a target of this project. Effective communication between the teacher and the 

EA becomes the focus for providing proactive solutions that remove as many barriers as possible 

for all learners. Combining professional collaborative and UDL aligns well with current trends in 

education.  

UDL Confidence  

Not only do we need to become better communicators, educators need to become more 

confident in incorporating inclusive practices into schools. This can feel overwhelming without 

having a guide to work within. UDL’s spotlight on removing barriers for all students, is research 

based and supports British Columbia’s educational focus. Allowing teachers and EAs to provide 
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supports and practical solutions in implementing inclusive practices in their classrooms through 

on-going practices.  

Collaboration Confidence   

However, without planned and intentional work towards effective relationship building 

and professional collaboration teachers and EAs continue to be learning islands that aren’t 

necessarily working towards the same goals for students. The collaboration literature discusses 

the need for a common language between participants, in this case educators, to ensure the same 

interpretation of expectations.  Developing the vision and shared goals to address student needs 

in the learning environment. These shared goals must be grounded in educational philosophy. As 

British Columbia promotes inclusivity in education the UDL framework pairs itself well to 

professional collaboration goals; working together as an educational team to remove barriers to 

learning for all students. 

  Understanding how to provide an effective and efficient collaboration model was a 

target of this project. Drawing upon my own experiences of working with both collaborative 

teams and teachers and EAs alike to support student success. I know that when I am working in a 

well-functioning, collaborative group I feel most successful. Translating this into my project was 

most important. Being able to figure out what qualities made collaborative groups functional.    

The most functional groups had a focus, shared goals, participation guidelines and a 

common operating language that was supported by all the members of the group. In these 

groups, members knew what was expected of themselves and every member of the team which 

adds accountability to the process and a structure to uphold that accountability without the fear 

of being ostracized for a difference of opinion. Discussions were purposeful and open to all 

ideas. Effective collaborative groups provide a safe space for sticky conversations to occur where 
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ideas are challenged, disputes are discussed and people stay curious and open minded. This can 

only happen when the group has cultivated a safe and trusting environment. Brown (2019), 

speaks about vulnerability in her research; without vulnerability, trust cannot be formed. One 

must trust that the participates in your group are all working towards common goals. This does 

not mean that everyone has the same ideas on how to reach those goals but that there is a process 

in place to work through ideas, the space to have tough conversations has been provided. Trust 

allows participants to be brave, think outside the box and make suggestions without fear.  

In an EA/teacher relationship this common language and trust needs to be developed 

within the learning environment so that EAs feel brave enough to ask questions and advocate for 

students. Balancing the power dynamic to foster true collaboration is a skill that must be taught 

and practiced. This can be a tricky thing to navigate when EAs are under the supervision of the 

teacher. However, when group norms are created and agreed upon the process becomes 

structured and based on shared goals.  

Development of Shared Goals 

 In the guidebook an activity is provide to develop group norms based on the norming 

steps provided by British Columbia Principal Vice-Principal Association documentation. 

Allowing all members to feel like valued participants who have equal say in the process inspires 

trust and buy-in. The process must be a value add for all group members to remain successful. If 

members feel that the norms are not being upheld, mistrust spreads and the effectiveness of the 

group faulter. Being a part of a group where people aren’t open minded, curious and held 

accountable is frustrating and disenchanting.  
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Clarity 

Developing a common language helps begin to provide clarity to school staff. The 

development of goals further promotes clarity. Opportunities for reflection provides staff with 

further chances to unpack the learning after a new approach has been tried. Supporting an on-

going professional learning task has its challenges within the school context. Schools are very 

time bound and constantly evolving environments. Having the flexibility to consistently 

scheduling teacher/EA collaborative time is a major struggle. Individual school administrators 

need to value teacher/EA collaboration time and proactively schedule that into the timetable. 

That sends the message that collaboration and providing inclusive education to all students is a 

school wide initiative that is supported by administration.   

Suggestions for Future Research 

The necessity for school teams to collaborate is essential to support the delivery of 

inclusive educational supports for all learners. Further research could take this model and scale it 

up to see if scheduling dedicated collaboration time for education teams is an effective use of 

resources and time within schools? Do the inclusive practices of British Columbia’s educators, 

both teachers and EAs, increase because of collaborative practices that are using UDL and the 

removal of barriers to learning. Piloting the use of this guidebook on a larger scale would 

provide a more complete picture of its effectiveness or short comings to be able to adjust the 

sections. Providing a practical hands-on document that is effectively customizable to any school 

or classroom in the province.  
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Limitations  

Scope. The sample size that was used for initial testing is quite small. The feedback that I 

have received through conversations with staff members might not translate the same into larger 

populations. Collaboration frequency might also decrease in a larger school with population 

needs that are greater than personnel available and where scheduling release time is not 

available.  

Time. Time, the greatest barrier to almost all processes. A school’s ability to carve out 

collaboration time is a potential limitation of this project. Schools are extremely busy places 

where supporting students’ needs is always at the forefront. However, best intentions are not 

always best practices. In the fast-paced world of schools, scheduling time for teams to work is 

not always viewed as the best use of time. ‘School staff is meant to be working with students, not 

each other during school time’ and changing this mentality can be a struggle. Teachers and EAs 

are loaded down with work and taking on a new learning project can feel overwhelming. One of 

the goals of this project is to mitigate those worries by chunking materials into manageable 

sections that can be completed in a timely manner. It was intentionally designed to be 

customizable to each individual group’s needs. The format follows a path to developing healthy 

and professional collaboration skills based on the UDL framework. However, if meeting times 

are not booked and norms are not adhered to this may become another frustrating group situation 

that participants are not willing to make time for.  
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Red tape. Although schools make decisions based on student needs, they are also 

institutions that need to uphold the laws from the School Act, there are collective agreements to 

follow, budgetary restrictions, processes and procedures. These important structures can 

sometimes make changing schedules extremely difficult and not timely. This red tape can be 

frustrating and seem inflexible. These structures can pose barriers to the implementation of this 

guidebook.  

Personalities.  As stated above, rural schools have many benefits and can be trendsetters 

in education because of their small size and ability to be flexible. However, that can also look 

like personality clashes when schools and the whole district is small. Living in a small 

community brings its own personnel challenges because people interact in so many aspects of 

each other’s lives. Often you aren’t just colleagues, you wear many hats (such as neighbours, 

coaches, family, small business owners, and volunteers) and sometimes those outside of school 

identities clash. If the learning team consists of two people, and those two people don’t get along 

how can you embark in this process? Who will help facilitate the development of more than just 

professional curiosity into professional collaboration? 

Buy-in. When systems are entrenched in a certain way of doing things and a new idea are 

floated to staff this have the potential to be meet with initial resistance. Without a trusting 

relationship between staff members the fear of push-back would limit new idea sharing. Pitching 

a new idea that is thoughtfully worded will facilitate buy-in.  
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Technology. As this guidebook involves online resources this project will always need to 

be revised as new technologies are introduced and others upgraded. The resources that educators 

are currently using will become outdated and new technologies will replace them. This limitation 

can be addressed by individual schools in continually updating their resource maps with all 

available resources.  

Application time.  A limitation of this project is the implementation time that has been 

given to testing the guidebook in its current edition. Moving forward in a future project I would 

like to test this prototype and create a second edition utilizing additional participant feedback.  I 

would also be interested in the results of team’s ability to increase professional collaboration 

skills and how that impacts student success and school/classroom culture? When students see 

adults taking risks, trying new things and reflecting on the learning that comes from mistakes are 

students more apt to do the same?  

Conclusion  

Creating an inclusive school environment means providing clear goals and practices to all 

the members of the educational team to be able to support the removal of barriers to learning for 

all learners.  

Throughout this process I have gained valuable knowledge that has changed my teaching 

practice. My knowledge of UDL principles and guidelines has led to the removal of barriers to 

learning for my students. It has changed my perspective on how to best support EAs in 

classrooms and opened my mind to the possibilities that collaboration and UDL can provide to 

future students.  
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Preface 
 

This is a place for you to explore the ideas of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and effective 
professional collaboration. You are encouraged to engage in the material and activities so that 
they might shift your thinking in how you and your collaborative team implement UDL into your 
learning environments. UDL and effective collaboration are both cultivated by intentional 
action and, I hope that action might start in the pages of this guidebook.  
 
Here are some ways I envision you using this book: On Professional Development days your 
educational team, that your school has assembled, works through a designated section/activity 
from this book. Your schedule is developed in such a way that you have blocks of time to refer 
to this guidebook often (bi-weekly) to develop both your collaboration skills and your personal 
UDL practice. Or, occasionally, taking a moment to reflect on educational decisions made within 
your learning environment as they pertain to UDL and collaboration.  
 

I’ve organized this guidebook into four sections. It begins with the section on UDL, to 
build a knowledge base as to what UDL is and how to remove barriers to learning that 

can impede students’ access to learning. The second section discusses collaboration and that 
effective professional collaboration takes effort and clarity of all members. The third section is a 
guide to putting the knowledge you have learned about UDL and collaboration into practice. 
Lastly, section four is a list of resources that  help to facilitate both the UDL and collaboration 
journey for educators and students. These sections are meant to be completed at a gradual 
pace. Taking time to work through the changes that will occur both in the classroom and in your 
personal practice and educational thinking.  
 
When working through this guidebook use section four throughout the journey to find 
additional resources that support the learning and implementation of new practices.  

 
 

  

will 
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The Guidebook 
Introduction 

In thinking about the diverse needs of today’s students and the extremely busy classrooms that 
both teachers and education assistants (EAs) work within, this guidebook is purposefully 
designed to help facilitate effective collaboration within the framework of universal design for 
learning (UDL). The goal of this guidebook is to develop confidence and establish effective 
collaboration skills. Allowing EAs and teachers to work seamlessly in removing barriers to 
learning and providing supports for students. UDL is an educational framework focused on 
removing barriers in order to support all students in their journey to become ‘expert learners’. 
The guidebook is designed to guide teachers and EAs through a series of activities that are time 
conscious and aimed at reducing prep time. Section one delivers the UDL theory to build 
knowledge and understanding of the principles and guidelines of UDL. Throughout the 
remainder of the guidebook you will follow a step-by-step process to help alleviate uncertainty 
that comes in learning how to use UDL in the classroom.  
 
As you begin working within the UDL framework, it’s best to break it down into manageable 
chunks. The aim is ‘progress over perfection’ and understanding that no one strategy is going to 
get learners to the end goal at the same time or in the same way.  
 
This guide focuses on two major themes: UDL and collaboration. This guide will provide you 
with an overview of the key points of UDL, ways to implement effective collaboration, outline 
how to develop and set norms for collaborative groups, and provide a guide of online 
resources. It is expected that this guide be used as a professional development tool to aid 
teachers and EAs in implementing a collaborative model of UDL instruction.  
 

 

 

“As with becoming proficient with the UDL framework, becoming and exceptional EA or 

master teacher is a journey and not an end point” (Bentham, 2018) 
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Purpose: to assist teachers and EAs navigate UDL and effective collaboration to create learning 
environments that remove barriers and benefit every student.  
 

Goals:  
• To gain clarity on ways to support students that are building skills and independence.  
• To develop your own personal practice and understanding of how best to use UDL. 
• To work collaboratively with the classroom team to foster formative feedback, 

reflection and reassessment throughout the lesson, planning and implementation 
process.  

• To develop strong professional relationships between teachers and EAs where 
constructive feedback and reflection occur naturally and become a tool to advance 
knowledge.  

• To give and receive feedback that is not interpreted as a negative attribute but rather as 
an actionable step for future skill development. 

 
 
Glossary of Terms: 
Education loves to use acronyms and jargon to describe process. Here is a list of important 
terms and the context in which they are being used for the purpose of this guidebook.  
 
Framework – The framework is the outside structural hardware of the theory. As a building is 
first built with external beams, so too is the framework for UDL. The framework provides the 
theorical support backed by research. In reference to the UDL framework, this research is 
coming from the Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST) the developers of the UDL 
theory (Nelson, 2013). 
 
Education Assistant (EA) – for the purpose of this paper the term Education Assistant (EA) will 
be used as an umbrella term to incorporate all types of paraprofessionals and Teacher 
Assistants (TA). As this guidebook is directed at rural Canadian schools for use this term will be 
most widely recognized.  
 
Resources – Resources, as referred to in this paper, have a broad definition. Resource can be 
considered any tools, services, personnel or strategies that schools/districts have access to that 
teachers and students use to learn about a topic. These can include print material, digital 
material, audiological materials (podcasts), technology devices, object representations (Nelson, 
2013), they are not limited to tangible, purchased, or specialized material.   
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Collaboration - Collaboration is an “interaction between at least two co-equal parties 
voluntarily engaged in shared decision-making as they work toward a common goal” (Friend & 
Cook, 1990, p. 72). The primary point made by Friend and Cook (1990) is to emphasize that this 
definition of collaboration, is that collaboration cannot exist in isolation. “It can only emerge 
when attached to a process or activity such as problem solving” (Friend & Cook, 1990) where 
collaborators strive to achieve new understanding and provide innovative solutions.  
 
Shared Goals – Are a list of objectives developed and agreed upon by a group. Allowing for all 
opinions and ideas to be incorporated in the final document. No contributors’ ideas are 
immediately dismissed, intentionally left out or rejected and all collaborators must agree upon 
the outcome and direction provided by the goals.  
 
Learning Environment – The learning environment goes beyond the walls of the classroom. 
When developing and designing the learning environment educators need to consider where 
the learning is going to take place, what materials will be necessary and what potential barriers 
to learning may exist. The UDL learning environment exists when all of these pieces are utilized 
together (Nelson, 2013).  
 
Training – Training refers to the provision of any activity or material designed to promote or 
improve implementation of an educational practice. Training addresses two key factors, one - 
training is effective and enables educators to implement practices with fidelity and promote 
positive outcomes for students. Second, training is efficient and feasible given that resources 
and budgets are limited (Brock et al., 2017).  
 

*As you progress through this guidebook, start to develop your own terminology and common 
language that you will use with your educational team.  
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Additional Terms: 
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Section One: UDL 
 

“UDL is a framework that guides the shift from designing learning environments and lessons 
with potential barriers to designing barrier-free, instructionally rich learning environments and 

lessons that provide access to all students” (Nelson, 2013)  
 
What do we need to get started? 
First, we need to know what the term UDL means and where does UDL come from? In addition, 
we need to know what is the meaning of collaboration within an educational context?  
 

As we begin, identify two personal goals for yourself to begin this process of developing both 
collaborative skills and UDL knowledge. What do I hope to take from this guidebook? 

(Some examples might be - to try 1 UDL strategy before every meeting to be able to reflect on how it 
went. Or, have an open mind about how different resources can remove barriers for students.) 

 
1) ____________________________________________________________________ 

2) ____________________________________________________________________ 

Working with goals in mind, grounds our learning and provides focus 

 
What is Universal Design for Learning (UDL)?  
 
Universal Design for Learning (UDL), is an educational framework that is designed to remove 
barriers to learning for all students. UDL has been developed through scientific research from 
the Center of Applied Special Technology (CAST, 2019) and provides a: 

 

“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”. Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008, 

   http://www.cast.org/whats-new/news/2016/udl-in-the-essa.html#.XbYXgy0ZNp8  
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This educational framework outlines multiple ways to represent, express and engage in learning 
material making it accessible for all students.  Transforming classroom practice from providing 
additional supplements to student with learning disabilities into a classroom that removes 
barriers to learning for all students from the start. Successfully using UDL principles is a gradual 
process, one that takes time, patience, reflection, shared goals, and ongoing collaboration 
between educational team members.  
 
To begin this section, we will look at an excerpt from the BC Ministry of Education document, 
Supporting Students with Learning Disabilities: A Guide for Teachers, September 2011. This 
document briefly explains the three principles of UDL and will provide a frame of reference for 
classroom collaboration. 

 
In an educational context, UDL emphasizes 

• multiple means of presentation, to provide various ways of acquiring information 
and knowledge (e.g. buddy activities, use of concrete manipulatives, video, 
computer technology, audio texts) 

• multiple means of expression to provide students with alternatives for 
representing learning beyond written work (e.g. video, teaching a peer, 
information booth, presentation, drawing, sculpture and drama) 

• multiple means of engagement to tap into students’ interests, offer appropriate 
challenges and/or increase motivation 

• respect for students’ learning styles and personal attributes, while still focusing on 
the required learning outcomes. 

UDL is strongly linked to technology because digital formats can be so flexible. Once a 
text is in digital format, it is transformable – i.e. easily translated from text to speech 
or expanded with insertions of pictures or video. It is transportable – i.e. easily stored 
and used again or made available to other students. It is also recordable – i.e. easily 
stored and played again at will and as necessary for the student. Software 
applications (advanced organizers and/or graphic organizers for planning, word-
prediction software, and spell checkers) provide access to information and the means 
to respond, so students’ work reflects their learning. When students know how to use 
these software applications, they can be more self-reliant and independent in 
completing their work. UDL is not technology for the sake of technology, an add-on at 
the end of unit planning, or specific only to students with learning disabilities or other 
special needs.  Supporting Students with Learning Disabilities: A Guide for Teachers, 
2011  
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The Principles of the UDL framework: 

a. Multiple means of representation – engages the recognition networks of the brain. 

Representation is the “WHAT” of learning.  

b. Multiple means of action and expression – activates the strategic networks of the 

brain is the “HOW” of learning.  

c. Multiple means of engagement – stimulates the affective networks of the brain and 

is the “WHY” of learning.  

Each of the principles come with guidelines and checkpoints to assist educators in 
understanding the framework and then assist with building the individual learning 
environments. The CAST website (http://www.cast.org)  offers an interactive table for 
educators to navigate through to extend their learning.  
 
The following section will outline the principles, guidelines and checkpoints to start your UDL 
journey. Follow along on the CAST website to further develop your understanding of these 
principles. As we go through each of the three principles, start to think about what resources 
your school/district has available to support students. Keep notes on questions that come up to 
reflect on later.  
 

“Learning is impossible if information is imperceptible to the learner” (CAST, 2018) 
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The 3 Principles of UDL: 

Representation: The focus in representation is to present information so that it is 

accessible to all students. To remove barriers to content, educators need to be mindful of two 
main components in representing (displaying) information. One, provide the same information 
in a variety of ways so students can access it through, text, vision, hearing or touch. Secondly, 
providing content in a format that can be adjusted by the user (Ex. Ability to change the font 
size or style). Representation provides options for comprehension – activating background 
knowledge, highlighting Big Ideas, developing connections/patterns, guide information 
processing and, maximizing knowledge transfer and the ability to generalize information. We 
think about reading barriers, hearing barriers, background knowledge gaps, preferred learning 
styles, etc. Digital content is a popular strategy because once content is digital it is easier to 
manipulate. Text can be altered by size, colour, and font selection. Displaying information in a 
flexible format allows for customization.  

 

A note about fonts: Specialized fonts have been developed for students who have dyslexia to 

offer easier readability. For more information check out this resource at www.dyslexiefont.com   

 

Comprehension
-Activate background knowledge 
-Highlight Big Ideas, patterns and 

connections
-Guide information processing

-Maximize knowledge transfer and 
ability to generalize information

Resources: KWL charts, showing 
concepts through student areas of 

interest, graphic organizers, 
popplet app, checklists and 

chunking concepts into smaller 
parts

Language and 
Symbols

-Clarify vocabulary, symbols, syntax 
(example), decoding support for 
text across all subjects, illustrate 

through media

Resources: Visuals connected to 
vocab, simplified language around 
complex comcepts, highlight/bold 

key words, root word identifer, 
Google translate for other 

languages, language connections, 
CC media

Perception
-Customizing display of 

information, 
-Offering alternative for audio and, 

visuals

Resources: Presentation software, 
colour coding, font size, contrast 

backgrounds, simplify visual layout, 
speaking rates, flow charts

Re
pr

es
en

ta
tio

n 
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Let’s check our thinking: using the above visual answer the following three questions: 

1) What resources do you already use to represent content?  

 

 

 

 

2) What barriers to implementation can you predict in being able to use these types of 

supports? 

 

 

 

 

 

3) What do you need to be able to implement these types of supports?  
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Notes: 
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Action and Expression: The focus in action and expression is understanding 

that learners navigate their learning landscape in very different ways and subsequently express 
that knowledge is diverse ways. Providing options for expression is essential. Action and 
expression not only looks at the physical ability to access learning but also the cognitive ability 
to break down complex tasks and develop strategies to be able to complete said tasks. This 
ability to break down complex tasks are called executive functions and are performed in the 
prefrontal cortex of the brain. This function allows people to overcome impulsive and 
reactionary behaviours that are triggered by their environment. Instead our executive functions 
allow us to focus on creating long term goals, plan effective steps in reaching those goals, 
monitor progress towards goals and alter action steps if need be to achieve the goal. However, 
if your executive function skills are limited, this complex problem solving and strategizing 
becomes inaccessible to the learner. The UDL framework works on developing capacity by 
focusing on scaffolding “lower level” skills and responses that are not automatic to require less 
processing. By doing this, learners are able to engage in “higher level” executive functioning 
skills. These “high level” skills are also scaffolded so learners develop effective and functional 
strategies.  
 

 

 

Physical Action -Vary means for response and navigation
-Provide access to tools and assistive 

technologies

Resources: Choices on how to answer 
and learn (small group, partner, 

pen/paper, technology, etc), adaptive 
keyboards, optimal learning station, 

pencil grips, voice to text, creation apps, 
presentation options (song, 

performance, written story, audio story)

Expression and 
Communication

-Use multiple media sources
- Use multiple tools for construction and 

composition
-Build fluencies with gradual levels of 
support for practice and performance

Resources: App lists suitable for task 
completion, choice of medium (voice to 

text, music, written, art), use of spell 
check, grammar check, sentence 

starters, graphic organizers
Gradual release (I do, we do, you do), 
peer tutors, example projects that use 

different content 

Executive 
Functions

-Guide appropriate goal setting
-Support planning and strategy 

development
- Support the organization of tasks, steps 

and things
-Enhance capacity for self monitoring 

progress

Resources: Self assessment to rate 
personal effort, supplies list, supplies 

table, reflection conversations on what 
worked and what didn't work, before 
and after photos of work, To-Do lists 

with check boxes, visual prompts, 
planner, technolgy alets, calendars

Ac
tio

n 
&

 E
xp

re
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n  
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Let’s check our thinking: using the above visual answer the following two questions: 

1) What is one resource suggested that you haven’t tried before and how could you use it? 

 

2 What barriers to Action and Expression do you see in your learning space? How can they be 

removed?  

 

 

 

Information that is not attended to, that does not engage learners’ cognition, is in fact 

inaccessible (CAST, 2018). 

What does this quote mean? Read ahead and then come back to this quote.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Offering leaners choices can develop self-determination, pride in accomplishment,  

and increase the degree to which they feel connected to their learning (CAST, 2018). 
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Notes:  
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Engagement: Engagement focuses on recruiting interest and what engages learners 

in an ever-changing landscape that educators must navigate. Students interests evolve as they 
learn new information, grow and hit developmental milestones. Providing students choice and 
autonomy within their learning allows for specific interests to be engaged. Providing 
appropriate choice is key, it is not appropriate to give choice of the learning objective itself but 
offering choice in how the learning objective is achieved is appropriate. As we learn from Action 
and Expression, appropriate goal setting is important in gaining academic independence, give 
students choice and say in how assignments are created, and what comprises their learning 
environment.    
 

  

Recruiting 
Interest 

- optimize individual choice
- optimize relevance, value and 

authenticity
-minimize distractions and threats and, 

encourage risk-taking 

Examples: assignment choice, students 
select media type to complete learning 

objective (character development -
Toontastic app, popplet app graphic 
organizer, comic strip, written story, 
narrated video), draw connections to 

personal content, develop student 
centered classroom expectations and a 

positive culture 

Sustaining 
Effort & 

Persistence

-Develop appropriate goal setting 
- Vary demands and resources to 

optimize challenge
- Foster collaboration and community
- Increase mastery-oriented feedback

Examples: Learning goals displayed in 
multiple ways, expectation examples of 

work available, short term objectives that 
build on overarching themes, zone of 

proximal development, frequent 
feedback, peer review, peer collaboration

Self 
Regulation

- Promote expectations and beliefs that 
optimize motivation

- Facilitate personal coping skills and 
strategies

- Develop self-assessment and reflection

Examples: modeled high expectations, 
self reflection process, teacher think-a-
louds modeling frustrating experiences, 
timers, break area, behaviour contracts, 

progress charting, structured and 
constructive peer interactions

En
ga

ge
m

en
t  
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Let’s check our thinking. Using the above visual answer the following four questions:  

1) Thinking about your class, who needs what type of supports? Is there a process for 
identifying students’ needs and then providing supports? Example: What do you need 
(insert student name) to keep working on (insert assignment)?  
 

 

 

 

 

 

2) How are students motivated by the learning?  

 

 

 

 

3) Choose a learning objective where you can provide more choice to students?  
After implementation of the objective reflect on how it went.  
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4) How are the learning objective goals clearly stated for students and staff so everyone 
knows what the expectations are?  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes:  
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Section Two: Collaboration 
 
What is collaboration and why do we need it?  
 
Collaboration requires people to work together to plan, solve problems, and/or make decisions 
before action can be taken (Straus, 2002). A positive working relationship between a teacher 
and an EA is essential to a supportive classroom that helps students learn both academically 
and socially (Taylor & Edward, 2016). Teachers and their EAs work at developing a rapport 
throughout the school year and many are able to develop very strong bonds. Developing 
effective communication supports a process of maintaining clear objectives that focus on lesson 
goals, student goals, and is reflective and responsive to student needs. It is essential that all 
members of the classroom team clearly understand their roles and responsibilities and the goal 
of each lesson. Effective collaboration is an interpersonal process that facilitates the 
achievement of goals that could not be achieved independently.   Teachers must clearly 
communicate these expectations to the EAs working alongside them in their classrooms.  
 
When people come together, conflict is bound to occur. However, it is how we are able to 
navigate these conflicts in our search for truth that allows us to collaborate effectively. When 
groups commit to collaborative practices there must be a framework for supporting and 
maintaining shared goals and building trust. Every individual enters into a situation with ideas, 
goals and opinions that have the potential to cause communication break downs and be 
barriers to collaboration. Finding common interests and setting goals, while difficult, generates 
a focus for the group. To be able to navigate conflict collaborative teams develop a set of ‘group 
norms’ that dictate roles and responsibilities. These shared norms are agreed upon and 
referenced in shared documents, reviewed at the start of meetings and written within meeting 
agendas. Collaboration is effective when all members participate and expectations are clear.   
 
How do we develop effective and professional collaborative teams? 

- Group norm setting, goal setting templates, expectations 
- Trust, communication, expressed shared goals, defined roles, monitoring, 

check-ins and reflection practices  
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Group Norm Setting 
 
Task:  In the first meeting that you have with your newly chosen team begin to discuss the 
purpose of this team. Identify the reasons that this group was formed. This is a natural place to 
discuss what the groups norms will be. Take time to think about and discuss what you really 
want from this time.  
 
Take a moment to remember what was the worst team you were ever a part of and what made 
that experience so terrible? Additionally, think about a team you have been a part of that 
worked really well together. Discuss how those great teams can be replicated within this newly 
developed group. What qualities are most important?  
 
There are many ways to go about this task depending on the size of the group. Chart paper, 
interactive technology, sticking notes, etc. Find the style that suits your group.  
 
Figure 6. Norming Template 
 

 
 

1) How will the group norms address potential disagreements?  
 
 
 

2) How will decisions be made? (consensus or majority?) 
 
 
 

Effective Group 
Qualities

List:

Ineffective Qualities

List:

Group Norms:

Approved Items: 
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Goal Setting 
 
What are the goals? How do they drive decision making? 
 
This topic is both for the group and the individual to consider. Creating goals enables groups 
and individuals to focus and direct their work.  Groups need overarching goals that ground the 
practice and generate clear paths for action steps.   
 
The collaborative team needs to develop a common language to discuss the goals of utilizing 
UDL within their learning environments. Understanding what everyone means when they say 
resources or learning environments, allows teams to all be on the same page. Using a meeting 
time to discuss terminology is a great way to avoid confusion and frustration.  
 

- Creating a common language to discuss goals 
- How does your lesson goal relate back to one of the principles?  
- How are assignments framed to allow for flexibility?  

 
Figure 7. Goal Setting Template 

 
 

Goal: ____________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

Resources Needed:

Members Involved: 

Target 
Date:  

Action 
Steps: 
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Resource Mapping 
 
What do we have to use? Where is it? What purpose does it serve?  
 
Resource Mapping is a strategy for identifying and analyzing the programs, people, services, 
and other resources that currently exist in your school (Harvard, 2019).  
 
Knowing where your resources are and what you have at your fingertips helps to eliminate the 
overwhelming feeling teachers and EAs feel when they begin to search for teaching tools to 
bring into the classroom. One can be instantly overwhelmed by thousands of website hits and 
then the trouble of knowing how to vet all the options.  
 
Going through the resources that you already possess through the lens of UDL will give you a 
clearer picture of where to start. Knowing what resources you have access to helps you begin to 
develop your learning environment (the space where the learning is going to take place). This is 
not limited to the classroom. When thinking about the goal of the learning objective with each 
principle in mind a new learning space might present itself.  
 
Resource Mapping Defined:  

Resource mapping is defined as a process whereby school teams:  

- Identify their school’s resources that facilitate learning (personnel, programs,  

services, funding, technology, facilities, etc.), as well as barriers to learning  

- Strategize optimal use of resources to tackle identified and potential barriers.  

- Explore community resources that can address barriers the school’s resources alone 

cannot.  

- Identify existing limitations in resources, coordination of resources, and gaps in 

access to existing resources for the purpose of strategic improvement planning 

Early, Ongoing, Collaboration and Assistance (EOCA) 

 
 
 



COLLABORATION IN UDL   

 

                                                                                                                                                      82 
 

 

What Resource Mapping Does for Schools: 
 
Resource mapping provides a process for school teams to identify which resources they have, 
which resources they need, and which resources are available in the community. School teams 
can then use this information to plan more effective uses of their current resources and create 
partnerships with community groups to fill existing gaps (EOCA).  
 
Before completely overhauling your teaching program, adopting new programs or spending 
your budget dollars, it is helpful to review and consider school-based programs and resources 
that are already in place. Here are some guiding principles from Early, Ongoing, Collaboration 
and Assistance (EOCA), to keep the intent of this process at the forefront:  

1. Ensure success for all. Each student must have an equal opportunity to succeed at 
school.  

2. Use resources effectively. Keep in mind that effectiveness is not just a matter of 
achieving specific outcomes for a few. The goal is to meet the needs of many.  

3. Evolve new directions. Meet the needs of all students by rethinking how resources 
can provide learning supports and then applying them strategically. Find ways to 
develop a comprehensive, multifaceted, and cohesive approach that addresses 
barriers to student learning and promotes academic achievement and healthy 
social/emotional development for all.  

4. Collaborate with your community. How well do the operational mechanisms of the 
school infrastructure combine with those of the community?  

Tip: Resources include programs, services, outside agencies, space, people, equipment, 
materials, supplies, technology, infrastructure mechanisms, and more. Resources are not only 
for students—your map may also include resources for staff or families.   

Activity: Beginning the Resource Mapping Process (Adapted from Harvard Making Caring 
Common Project) 

 Goal: To know what resources you have access to, to design your learning space 

Throughout this process it will seem like it gets messier before becoming cleaner(organized) but 
it is worth it. To begin the resource mapping process, develop a team or committee dedicated 
to the process (if this is not applicable, complete the task within your own learning materials) 
and set a meeting time. Before beginning the resource mapping meeting, complete this 
attached worksheet. *Allowing yourself time to complete this process will help avoid feeling 
overwhelmed.  
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Meeting Time/Duration: _________________________________________________________ 

Team Members: ______________________________________________________________ 

Planning Worksheet (Step 1):  

1. What is the purpose and goal of creating a resource map?  

 

 

2. How do you intend to use the resource map? What does it need to outline for ease of use? 

 

 

3. When and where will your team meet to do resource mapping and analysis?  

 

 

4. Who will be responsible for completing each phase of resource mapping and analysis?  

 

 

5. What is the timeframe for completing the resource map and analysis?  

 

 

6. What products do you plan to generate?  

(These may look like resource lists. Categorized Resource Map. Resource catalog, visual, graphic 
organizer, etc.) 

 

7. If gaps in resources are identified how/who will you go about obtaining those resources? 
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Template forms for resource mapping: To provide a potential starting place.   

Figure 1. Resource Table 

 

Figure 2. Concept Map/Graphic Organizer  

 

Program 
Type

Assistive Technology: 

Online Supports: 

Curriculum Supports:

Behavioural Supports:

Social 
Emotional 
Supports

Programs: 

Behavioural Supports:

Personnel :

Assessment:

Community 
Engagement 

District Personnel: 
Updated Lists and 

numbers

Outisde Agencies:

Counsellors: 

Possible 
Gaps

Concept Map 
with 

Resources:
Grouping Like 

Things

Professional 
Development 

Action & 
Expression

Representation

Engagement

Action Steps: 
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Now what do I do with the resources?  

Take time to evaluate what resources the school already possesses. Analyzing the resources 
through the lens of the UDL framework will provide reimagined uses for resources or new 
applications for resources that had not been considered before. Having a copy of the UDL 
Guidelines pdf from CAST to cross reference would be beneficial, it can be found on the CAST 
website at http://udlguidelines.cast.org. During the development of the Resource Map post it 
in a visual space to encourage feedback and analysis. 

Activity: Analyzing Your Resource Map 

Now that your team has collected and organized your school’s resources, you can begin the 
process of analyzing what you have found. Use your resource map to answer the following 
questions.  

1. Do any of the programs or resources serve a similar purpose? If so, how are they the 
same or different?  

 

2. Are any of these resources used in conjunction with one other?   

 

3. Are there any gaps in your resources or areas with minimal resources?  

 

4. Are there any programs that are not used well or frequently? Why not?  

 

5. What additional programs or activities are needed? Why?  

 

 

*Once completed, ongoing maintenance and updating of resources will be required. Providing 
the resource map to all staff will help facilitate whole school uses of resources. Creating a digital 
copy of your newly minted resource map is a great way to keep it updated and share it out with 
all school staff.      
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Section Three: Classroom Application 
 
Developing the Learning Environment 
 
At the beginning of the year, school staff come into the building to set up their classrooms. 
Decisions are often made based on visual aesthetics. We all wanted to create an inviting room 
for our new group of students. This next section will focus on setting up your learning 
environment through the lens of UDL.  
 

While completing your resource mapping project, you are going to want to start building your 
learning environment, as discussed in the terminology section the learning environment is 
anywhere the learning is going to take place. This will mostly happen in your classroom but it is 
not limited to the classroom. UDL challenges us to expand our ideas in two areas. First, on what 
the learning environment (classroom, field, playground, library) can be, and second, what needs 
to be available (materials, assistive technology, specialized furniture, resources, etc.) for 
learning to take place? The learning environment becomes anywhere where the most barriers 
to learning are removed and students are going to have the most access to materials.  
 
One way to approach this is to think like a designer. The goal in designing the space is to 
contemplate its needs. For example, when designing your own living room you would consider 
your goals for the available space then you would furnish it appropriately. Considerations 
would be made with regards to the function of the space, furniture placement, and the budget 
you have for creating your ideal space. Designers consider flooring, lighting, furniture, and 
décor accents to complete the space. With similar planning in mind, we want to approach 
designing our learning spaces so they encapsulate our goals. This however, is no small feat. 
Allow yourself time to work through the process. Set achievable goals for yourself.  
 

Using the CAST UDL framework, that can be found on the website, 
http://udlguidelines.cast.org/?utm_medium=web&utm_campagin=none&utm_source=cast-
home, walk around your learning space thinking about traffic flow, sight lines for students, 
acoustics, lighting options, the furniture that you have available, where materials will be best 
accessible to all students and decide how the design of your learning space is incorporating 
your goals. One suggestion might be to keep a notebook of observations on what classroom 
areas are problem spaces (to congested, to noisy, lack of sight lines, etc.) These observations 
will help to rationalize changes to the learning space. The following section will further break 
down these pieces into manageable chunks.  
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Activities: Learning Environment Walk Through and Implementation!  
 
Task 1: Set a realistic goal 

Example: Today, I will look at the visuals hanging in my learning environment.  

• What purpose do they serve?  

 

 

 

• Are they referred to as a resource for students?  

 

 

 

• Do students have clear sight lines to the visuals?  

 
 
 
 

• Do barriers remain that are permitting students from accessing these visuals?  

 
 
 
 
 
Breaking Down Tasks: Other ways to breakdown tasks are to chunk them into like categories. 
Look at assessing traffic patterns, furniture ergonomics (wobble chairs, standing desks, table 
height, etc.), spaces for collaboration, sight lines, a calming space, access to materials, adaptive 
technology supports, etc.  
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Task 2: Map out your classroom: Thinking about it through the eyes of an architect who is 
designing a universal space. What is needed?  
 
My Classroom Map:  

 
What other learning environments do you have access to and how do they support learning?  
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Task 3: Reflection and Observation 
 
Leave time for yourself to reflect and observe the changes to your classroom. Remembering 
that students will require time to adjust to changes and that mistakes are part of the process 
and very valuable to knowing how to best support your students and why.  
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Task 4: Assess a lesson 
 
In your collaborative team; choose a time, class, subject and collectively develop a lesson that 
utilizes the UDL principles. Build the lesson together using the UDL framework to guide the 
decision making about how the lesson will be structured. Develop the goal of the lesson and 
plan how students will access content material and then be able to present their learning. 
Afterwards, the team will come back together and reflect on what was observed during the 
lesson. Focus on curious questions and strength-based questions. What worked? What needs to 
be readdressed?  

 
Lesson Observation: Have as many team members (e.g., XXXX) observe the lesson as 
possible and make observations. Define what specific things each member will be 
observing. Someone looking for student engagement, student access to materials, 
options in representing knowledge.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Post Lesson Feedback: Set a time dedicated to meeting with the team. Have a guided 
discussion on what was observed in the lesson. Setting an agenda with a list of feedback 
questions will keep the conversation on task. The discussion will focus on what you 
observed the students doing. Note: This is not a professional critique of the teacher but 
rather learning opportunity. 
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Section Four: Resources 
 
Educators want actionable take-aways from any professional development. This section is 
meant to provide a place to begin your discovery of UDL resources. This resource section is 
meant to begin or supplement the resources that you are currently using in the classroom. This 
is not an exhaustive list, but a place to start. Knowing what the goal is for learning with dictate 
which resources are most helpful. Looking for resources when the goal has been decided is a 
great way to not get bogged down by the vast volumes of resources you can find online. When 
considering resources, look for those that are grounded in research. 

 
Apps  
 

 EPIC Books: Teachers get a free subscription to use lite version in their   
classrooms. Students are engaged in content that is interesting to them and at their    
reading level. There are options for listening to books, watching quick videos and  

                 reading at your own pace. This is an excellent resource for the classroom for all  
                 students. https://www.getepic.com. 
 

Evernote: Is a mobile note taking app to organize your learning on the go. Keep 
organized in one place. https://evernote.com   
 

 
  
 Popplet is a quick tool to make interesting graphic organizers. 
 This resource is very intuitive and easy to navigate. Students can quickly begin to  

                 develop concept maps and flowcharts with ease. This is a great way to visually  
                 represent knowledge and understanding, along with procedural and sequential  
                 knowledge. https://popplet.com.    
 

 Toontastic is a student friendly creation app This app engages students is the process   
of story creation in a very engaging way. This low   entry, high ceiling app allows for  
extremely detailed creations or more simple products that still have high quality.  

   Excellent for pulling out story ideas from reluctant writers.   
   https://toontastic.withgoogle.com. 

 
Book Creator - This app has a multitude of creation  
possibilities, limited only by one’s imagination. The web version has a free teacher 
sign-up with access to previously made creations, online support associates, and  

                student library to saved works. This app is intuitive and easy to begin creating.  
                This is an excellent resource for the classroom. https://bookcreator.com. 
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Articles  

Top 10 UDL Tips for Designing an Engaging Learning Environment 
http://castprofessionallearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/cast_10_engagement.pdf 

10 Steps for Establishing Team Norms 

https://www.ccl.org/articles/leading-effectively-articles/the-real-world-guide-to-team-norms/  

18 Best Podcasts for Kids in Elementary, Middle, and High School 

https://www.weareteachers.com/best-podcasts-for-kids/  
 

Personal Learning Backpack: Empower Learners using the UDL Lens 
http://www.personalizelearning.com/2016/09/personal-learning-backpack-empower.html  
 

The 25 Best Podcasts for Kids  

https://www.commonsensemedia.org/blog/the-best-podcasts-for-kids  

 
 
 
Blogs  

  
Paula Kluth – Toward inclusive classrooms and communities 
This blog provides ideas on how to continue to develop your UDL 
resources daily. Her book provides 365 ideas, one for each day, to 
continue to enrich your practice. The blog also discusses different 
topics. A great way to seek inspiration, does not include extensive 
theory of research. https://www.paulakluth.com  
  
Jana Nicol, of New Brunswick, Canada, developed this blog in 
addition to being an elementary school teacher and self-
proclaimed UDL enthusiast. Jana shares a Canadian perspective of 
using UDL in her very diverse classroom. This is a good blog to use 
to generate ideas. https://www.theudlproject.com/blog  
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Books 
 

Design and Deliver: Planning and Teaching Using Universal Design for 
Learning - Loui Lord Nelson  

This textbook is focused on theory and practical application of UDL resources. 
This book is very accessible and clearly explains the process of developing a 
UDL practice in very practical ways. Theory is present but you do not get 
bogged down by it.                                                         
https://www.amazon.ca/Design-Deliver-Planning-Teaching- 
Universal/dp/1598573500  

 
 

Universal Design for Learning: Theory & Practice – Meyer, Rose & Gordon 
http://www.cast.org/our-work/publications/2014/universal-design-learning-
theory-practice-udl-meyer.html#.XhtjpC0ZNp8 

 

 
 

    
UDL Now! - A Teacher’s Guide to Applying Universal Design for Learning in 
Today’s Classrooms 
http://castpublishing.org/books-media/udl-now-ii/ 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Podcasts – Developing Theory and Student Podcasts 
 

Think UDL  
Is the Universal Design for Learning podcast where we hear from the people who are 
designing and implementing strategies in post-secondary settings with learner variability in 
mind. 
https://podcasts.apple.com/ca/podcast/think-udl/id1445933224  
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UDL in 15 Minutes  
Where educators share their implementation of Universal Design for 
Learning with host Loui Lord Nelson. Additional information from these 
podcasts can be found on her blog.  
https://udlin15minutes.podbean.com  
 
 
The Five Moore Minutes Podcast 
Inclusive Education: It's not more work, it's different work 
Although this is not just about UDL it discusses how students gain access to 
learning and potential barriers are removed  
https://www.owltail.com/podcast/GsJP1-The-Five-Moore-Minutes-Podcast  
 

 
The Big Life Journal  
This podcast discusses a growth mindset in children and the benefits of 
working through challenging situations. Teaching kids to believe in 
themselves and develop a growth mind-set.  
https://biglifejournal.com/pages/podcast  
 

 
Wow in the World  
Hosts Mindy Thomas and Guy Raz guide curious kids and their grown-ups 
on a journey into the wonders of the world around them. We'll go inside 
our brains, out into space and deep into the coolest new stories in science 
and technology. 
https://www.npr.org/podcasts/510321/wow-in-the-world  
 

 
 
Websites 
Theory Websites 
 

Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST)  
Until learning has no limits – The developers at CAST have developed the  
As part of its mission to bust all barriers to learning, CAST researchers and  

      develops innovative solutions to make education more inclusive and    
                    effective. This website provides extensive information on UDL and resources  

                                 to bring in into your learning space. Spending time to navigate this website  
                                 with greatly enrich your UDL knowledge and build confidence.   
                                 http://www.cast.org  
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CAST Professional Learning offers many opportunities for educators, 
teachers, administrators, and organizations to enhance their 
professional understanding of Universal Design for Learning (UDL), a  

                                         framework for education design that is based upon cognitive  
                                         neuroscientific principles. http://castprofessionallearning.org  

 
 
 

 LD@school is a project of the Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario     
The LD@school website features resources and professional 
development materials in a variety of formats, which highlight evidence-
based, evidence-informed and practice-informed approaches, practices 
and strategies that can be put directly to use in the classroom 
https://www.ldatschool.ca/learning-modules/  

 
Supporting diversity in BC Classrooms: Teachers from around British 
Columbia share how Universal Design for Learning has changed their 
classrooms, their students’ learning and their teaching practice.  
https://udlresource.ca  

 
 

Building Your UDL Toolkit – This resource provided by SetBC is a 10-
module course to develop skills and confidence in UDL 
https://www.setbc.org/2018/05/building-your-udl-toolkit-2016/ 
 
 
 

 
 

Loui Lord Nelson, Ph.D. 
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) Implementation  
From the Author of, Design and Deliver: Planning and Teaching Using 
Universal Design for Learning, Dr. Nelson provides additional information 
about UDL on her website. This website provides further links to her other 
works.  
https://theudlapproach.com 

 
 
Websites that provide Online Resources: 
 

Binary Numbers, computers  
https://csunplugged.org/en/topics/binary-numbers/unit-plan/  
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Book List for books showcasing minority populations  
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/resources/books/  

 
25 Best Websites for Teachers from Scholastic: 
https://www.scholastic.com/teachers/articles/teaching-content/25-best-
websites-teachers/  

 
 

  Coggle: The clear way to show complex information 

Coggle is an excellent free resource to create flowcharts and concept 
maps on iPads. Its digital platform is intuitive and easy to navigate for 
students. It automatically saves information and has a great colour 
coding feature. This is a great digital resource to visually present 
understanding and information.  https://coggle.it  

 
Concept Maps 
The Theory Underlying Concept Maps and How to Construct and 
Use Them Concept maps are graphical tools for organizing and 
representing knowledge. They include concepts, usually enclosed 
in circles or boxes of some type, and relationships between 
concepts indicated by a connecting line linking two concepts. 
https://cmap.ihmc.us/docs/theory-of-concept-maps  
 

Fiftythree – the Space to Create: Focuses on beautiful simplicity and getting 
visual thinkers directly into the act of creation. 
https://www.fiftythree.com/think  
 
 

Flowcharts  
This website provides an explanation of how 
to develop an effective flowchart.  
A flowchart is a visual representation of the 
sequence of steps and decisions needed to 
perform a process.  
Teachers and EAs can provide  
completed flowcharts to students (learn  
by viewing), have students construct their 
own (learn by doing), or have students 
finalize partially completed Graphic 
Organizers (scaffolding). 
https://www.smartdraw.com/flowchart/  
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National Center on Accessible Educational Materials is 
codeveloped with CAST to provide accessible 
educational materials. This website provides resources 

for all facets of education to assist in the development and dispersing of accessible educational 
materials. When navigating through this website you will find materials and technologies that 
are available for learning across the widest range of individual variability, regardless of format 
or features.  
 http://aem.cast.org  
 

Resource Mapping: A toolkit for Education 
Communities There message is “when teachers, 
administrators, school support staff, parents, and 
community members communicate, plan, and find 
solutions together, school becomes a place where 
every child has the opportunity to succeed”.  

http://sss.usf.edu/resources/presentations/2011/FASSW/EOCA%20Wisconsin.pdf  
 
 

UDL Resource Gallery developed by the BC Ministry of Education  
This web resource was supported by the BC Ministry of Education, 
Inclusive Education / Learning Division. 
https://udlresource.ca/strategy-gallery/  
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Templates 
 
Objective Planning Matrix – help understand when to prioritize specific goal instruction. These 
templates can be used by the team to provide clarity during the school day when things are 
hectic and check-ins are limited.  
 

Student : 
IEP Date: 

      

IEP 
Goal/Objective  

Math L.A. Library/Silent 
Reading 

Science Social 
Studies 

P.E. 

Fluently read 
instructional 
level text 
observing 
punctuation  

      

Independently 
fill out daily 
planner with 
assignments 
and due dates 

      

Initiate task 
without verbal 
prompting 
using visual 
schedule 
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Support Needs Matrix Example #1  
 

Student: 
IEP Date:  
Goal:  

    

Class/Activity Activities 
student 
preforms 
independently  

Accommodations 
and 
Modifications 

Activities that 
require support 
for the 
EA/teacher 

Ways peers will 
be utilized to 
support student 

In Class 
Teacher given 
lesson 

Note taking 
Responding to 
questions orally 

Laptop  
Modified note 
taking template  
Copy of lesson – 
PowerPoint, 
video 
Preferential 
seating  
Self-Monitoring 
system 
 

Periodic check-
ins 
Circle backs to 
prompt on-task 
behaviour only 
when necessary 

Peer models 
 

In Class 
Group Work  

Full 
participation  

Laptop, iPad for 
note taking 
-Popplet 
-BookCreator 
-Google 
Read&Write 
 

Monitor group 
collaboration 
and assigned 
roles 
Brainstorming 
prompts 

Cooperative 
learning group 
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Student Support Matrix Example #2 
 

Student: 
IEP Date: 
Goal:  

    

Classroom 
Activity 

Accommodations/ 
Modifications 

Instructional/ 
Behavioural 
Strategies  

Strategies to 
Increase 
Independence  

Strategies to 
Increase Peer 
Engagement  

Homeroom Tablet for daily 
planner and visual 
schedules 

Least to most 
prompting  

Provided 
individualized 
schedule and 
specialized 
access 

Table groups 
Morning 
cooperative 
games/task 

P.E. Early access to 
transition 

Pre taught the 
rules of the 
games.  
 
Preview tutorial 
video on tablet 
 
Set up mock 
game scenario 

Same routine 
warm-up every 
day, predictable 

Partner 
games/sports 
Group rewards 

Science Tablet for note 
taking, reporting 
 
Tools, 
instruments at 
work station 
 

Clearly laid out 
lesson plan, 
steps 
 
Visuals 

Step by step list 
at work station 
 
Assignments 
and due dates 
sent to tablet 
 

Lab partner 
Group reports 
Personal 
interest 
experiments 
Facilitate peer 
interactions  
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EA Support Matrix Example #3 
 

Student: 
IEP Date:  
Goal: 

     

Period/Day Mon Tues Wed Thurs Friday 
L.A  When EA is 

needed and 
what 
supports 
should be 
implemented 
at that time.  

Scribe 
Vocabulary 
building 

   

Math  Reader 
Whiteboard, 
scrape paper 
manipulatives 

   

P.E.      
Lunch  Observe 

eating, 
potential 
choking 

   

Art      
Science   Science 

Report - 
Scribe 

Assistive tech 
support- 
implementation 
of new tech 

 

Recess  Stand near 
back fence, 
safety issue 

   

Silent Reading   Ask 
comprehension 
question 

   

 
The goal of this matrix is to clearly outline when and what supports are needed for the student. 
Providing clarity to the student and the EA is meant to build in opportunity for struggle and 
increasing independence. This rubric identifies opportunities for the EA to support other 
students in the classroom.  
*All templates have been adapted from Reducing Ambiguity: Tools to Define and Communicate 
Paraprofessional Roles and Responsibilities (E. M. Stewart, 2019).  
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Videos  
 
 

Transforming Education through Universal Design for Learning – 
this 4:36 minutes video outlines the basic principles and 
teachings of UDL. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bDvKnY0g6e4&feature=emb_title  
 

Transforming Inclusive Education – Shelley Moore 
In this video Shelley Moore provides a brilliant visual to the 
power of UDL as an educational framework in removing 
barriers to learning for all by changing the educators aim. This 
slight change in goal setting allows all students to participate in 
learning opportunities to the fullest extent.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=2&v=RYtUlU8MjlY&feature=emb_logo  
 
 
 
Add your own Resources:  
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