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 Abstract 

Educational reform is a controversial topic and an issue that needs to be continually 

addressed within schools around the world. Within every educational environment, there needs 

to be a push for change and personal development. All educators must improve in the areas of 

their teaching to be prepared for any challenges they face with their students. Specifically, each 

international educational system has a set of diverse needs that pose challenges to the school, 

administration, teachers, and support staff that need to be addressed in order to deliver the 

highest education possible to the future generation of a country. One growing need is the 

understanding and development of new strategies that focus on better educational practices for 

creating inclusive classrooms for all students. This study examines experiences of an educator in 

an international setting as he implements various UDL and RTI strategies. 
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Definition of Terms 

1. Universal Design for Learning (UDL):  

UDL is a framework for curriculum design, instruction, and assessment that gives all students 

opportunities to learn and to demonstrate what they have learned. UDL is built on the premise 

that there is not one kind of learning. Learning differs across tasks, across development, and 

among individuals (Maryland State Department of Education, 2011).  

A core principle of UDL is that accessibility to the general curriculum by all students should be 

considered from the very beginning stages of instructional and assessment design by factoring in 

all of the diversities students bring into the learning context (Lopes-Murphy, 2012). 

                2. Response to Intervention (RTI):  
 
Response to Intervention (RTI) is a multi-tiered approach for early identification and support of 

students with learning and behaviour challenges. RTI begins with high-quality instruction and 

universal screening of all children in the general education classroom. Struggling learners are 

provided with interventions at increasing levels of intensity to accelerate their rate of learning. 

These services may be provided by a variety of personnel, including educational assistants, 

general education teachers, special education teachers, and specialists. Individual student 

progress is closely monitored to assess both the learning rate and level of performance. 

Educational decisions about the intensity and duration of interventions are based on each 

individual student response to instruction. RTI is designed for use when making decisions in 

both general education and special education, creating a well-integrated system of instruction 

and intervention guided by child outcome data (RTI Network, 2017). 
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                3. Inclusive Classroom:  
 

Inclusive classrooms allow age-appropriate students access to attend and learn within the regular 

classroom environment while ensuring that all fundamental needs are met and supported. 

Inclusion BC states that students within these classrooms are given the opportunity to learn, 

contribute, and participate in all aspects of the life within that class and ultimately the school 

(2012). Inclusive education is how a school and its educators develop and design their schools, 

classrooms, programs, and activities so that all students can learn and participate together.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

International schools exist all over the world and are an important asset for foreign 

students living abroad. Each international school has its own set of beliefs, guidelines, and 

curriculum that are offered to the international students who attend these educational 

environments. These systems are driven by creating global citizens and are constantly evolving 

with new foreign students, parents, and teachers entering into these environments with new 

perspectives, knowledge, and skills.  

International schools are sponsored from many different areas. British Columbia (BC) 

offers accredited BC Curriculum to offshore schools in China, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia. 

Similarly, private schools in Alberta are able to offer Alberta curriculum to schools in Seoul and 

Busan. Some international schools in Indonesia, South Africa, and the Philippines offer 

advanced placement courses. Finally, the prestigious International Baccalaureate curriculum can 

be found in international schools in Singapore, Korea, Thailand, Hong Kong, and Malaysia. All 

these educational environments have two things in common: first, students who fill the classes 

and second, teachers who deliver the knowledge, skills, and content within those classes. 

International schools also have other factors to consider. Collaborative implications arising from 

teaching in different cultures and environments must be considered when implementing any new 

learning strategies or programs. Cultural and environmental contexts can present a challenge 

when attempting to create inclusive classroom environments.  

In working with families in China, a teacher must understand that designating a child for 

any atypical behaviours is considered a loss of face for the family. Since many families will only 

have one child, this child bears the pressure to take care of his or her family in the future. This 
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responsibility is rooted deep within Chinese culture. In the semi-structured interviews conducted 

by Chen (2014) with mothers with atypical children, he found that:  

Shame and stigma play an essential role in Chinese culture, especially when families 

encounter certain medical conditions or disabilities since “disability” is perceived as 

something shameful and therefore make them “lose face” in the society. Parents of the 

disabled child often faced self-blame or blame by others while the family often 

experienced disgrace and criticism from the community. (para. 3)  

In addition, this responsibility for providing for one's elders is essential as the government has a 

poor social service infrastructure for non-working or elderly individuals. Many families in China 

will work very hard to send their son or daughter to an international or offshore BC school in 

order to create opportunities to attend university in a Western country. The benefits of a western 

education include either a high paying job in China or the chance to get a good paying job in a 

new country.  

Regardless of the educational environment or student demographic, a teacher is 

responsible to understand each learner’s diverse needs. Each student has his or her own physical, 

emotional, and mental needs that must be met in order for them to learn the content, skills, and 

strategies being presented in any educational environment. Multiple intelligences, learning 

styles, physical/emotional/mental exceptionalities, and the background of each student must be 

considered before teachers can even begin to teach the students within a class.  

Many teachers facing a classroom with diverse students may feel anxiety and stress. The 

power of collaboration within that school environment and the stakeholders involved becomes an 

integral part of that teaching culture.  As teaching is a skill, purposeful planning for the diverse 
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learner, that is applied to the whole classroom, can relieve some of the stress and anxiety. 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) can be used to help teachers purposefully plan for an 

inclusive classroom. The Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST)  is an international 

platform that has been working towards developing “innovative approaches to expanding 

educational opportunities for all individuals based on the principles of Universal Design for 

Learning” (Transforming Education section, 2014, para. 1). This is a platform for teachers to 

learn the knowledge, strategies, and skills necessary to plan and teach students with diverse 

needs and reduce barriers to the curriculum. These strategies can be adapted and used to help 

teachers around the world meet the needs of students whose diverse exceptionalities would 

hinder their education.  

Using the UDL framework to collectively work towards accessibility is not enough. 

Educators need to truly understand what they are planning for, and trying to achieve as teachers, 

for their students, and for the educational community that plays such a vital role in each specific 

environment. In addition to this, collaboration plays a pivotal role in the richness and depth of 

the programs being implemented. Curtis and Cohen (2006) argue that collaborative planning and 

problem solving creates a viable framework for a successful balance between implemented 

practices and the culture of a specific school.  Katz (2013) goes deeper on the UDL framework 

with her Three-Block Model, stating that “accessibility being the only goal is not enough” (para. 

1). The UDL framework is built to allow educators to create access for all students to the 

academic and social life of the learning environment they are in. Katz (2013) argues that:  

 Accessibility is the first step, but it doesn’t end there-it has to be meaningful-for the 

student, for the learning community, for their teachers and families. This is a much 
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deeper level than the practical act of differentiating our instruction, it forces us to wrestle 

with the roots of our humanity. (para. 2). 

UDL in combination with strategies based in RTI, are argued by Mellard (2011) to be a valuable 

approach within schools in identifying students with learning disabilities (LD) and preventing 

academic failure among students within these inclusive environments.  

These UDL models and frameworks, along with selected RTI interventions, can be used 

to help create truly inclusive educational environments for all students, both typical and atypical, 

in international settings. 

Justification  
 

As an educator, I have taught within schools and classrooms in several different countries. 

Regardless of the country, each class I have taught had students with diverse needs. These needs 

must be addressed in order to reduce learning barriers and to allow the student mastery of the 

content and skills. Planning for a diverse set of needs can be difficult, but it is attainable when 

utilizing the right strategies and skills, paired with a strong collaborative infrastructure. Research 

by Courey, Tappe, Siker, & Lepage (2012) illustrates that teachers educated in efficient lesson 

planning with UDL enabled them to plan better to meet students’ individual needs. 

During my six years as a teacher in China and two years in South Korea, I observed that 

special needs are not fully supported and often rarely addressed in both cultures. As a 

consequence, teachers in my school must attempt to provide a variety of inclusive teaching 

methods, adaptations, and modifications to meet the needs of the many diverse groups of 

students. As a special education teacher working on the support team consisting of two ELL 

teachers, a reading specialist, and a counselor, I am challenged to examine how I could 
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implement practices that are commonly accepted in the Western world into the diversity of this 

new international setting. Through my masters coursework, I learned about the various models 

and strategies used in the special education world that I was already implementing. Through 

reflection, I found that much of what I had done in my class or my school had reflected current 

trends and practices happening in BC. 

 I started to see the power of the UDL principles and strategies when I examined my 

practices and the impacts that they were having in my classroom.  UDL could be implemented, 

not only for students with exceptionalities, but also for every student within the class. The 

planning and methodology that I was using within my class positively impacted all my learners. 

Through the creation of an inclusive classroom that reduced barriers to learning, I allowed 

students an opportunity to demonstrate mastery on specific individual levels, multiple means of 

knowledge acquisition, and multiple platforms for students to express their understanding and 

the knowledge acquired in class. In addition to the UDL principles, we as an educational staff 

created our own responses to intervention (RTI) called the Multi-Tiered System of Supports 

(MTSS). Teacher collaboration, using the principles from both UDL and the newly formed 

MTSS, transformed our school and the programs we offered to our students and families to 

achieve success.  

Looking back, I compared my years teaching in international schools with my experiences 

within BC classes. I realized that no matter the names of these models, student labels, 

designations, curriculum offered, school philosophies, or the laws created for education, the most 

important component to education are the people. The responsibility for planning and supporting 
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the needs of each student falls to the teachers, support staff, and administration, and how well 

these stakeholders work cohesively as a unit towards a common goal. 

I firmly believe that UDL and RTI principles and strategies can assist teachers around the 

world to reduce learning barriers within their classroom and create a truly inclusive classroom 

where all students have the opportunity to learn together. Katz (2013) states that the Three-Block 

Model encompasses and promotes four important pillars in education: self-worth, belonging, 

cognitive challenge, and social learning. The research by Katz (2013) illustrates that students in 

inclusive classrooms show at least equal or “significantly better literacy and numeracy skills, 

scores on standardized tests, and college entrance rates than those in non-inclusive classes” (as 

cited in Bru, 2003, p. 2). 

Furthermore, the earlier students with specific needs can be identified within a classroom, 

the more efficiently instruction can be designed to support these specific students to maintain 

their class placement. Mellard argues that “students need and benefit from a close match of their 

current skills and abilities with the instructional and curricular choices provided within the 

classroom.” (para. 3). 

The learning environment is reflective of the practices in the classroom. If creating an 

inclusive classroom allows all learners an opportunity to learn and collaborate with both their 

peers and teachers to gain practical and transferable skills, then the way we plan and set up these 

classrooms and learning environments is crucial for any educational system. The goal is to create 

an environment that will positively impact student learning without segregation and labeling. 

This self-study will be about researching and exploring my own personal practice within an 

international setting with the goal of understanding the structural changes and teacher 
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collaboration that is needed to foster the implementation of UDL and RTI strategies into my 

pedagogical environment.  

This paper is a look at myself as an educator, the process of becoming more reflective on 

what I am doing to create an inclusive environment for my students, and the effectiveness of the 

collaborative system within my school. In turn, I hope this research helps other educators in their 

journey to create inclusive classrooms for diverse learners through collaborative planning and 

problem solving involving the stakeholders within that educational environment. 

Overview of Research  

Education is constantly changing and the philosophy varies from country to country. 

Within the classroom, change is inevitable as it is very rare to have the same group of students 

from year to year. Furthermore teachers in international settings continue to shift practices to 

make classrooms more inclusive. As a result, teacher’s goals, knowledge, and practice must also 

shift to support the needs of all students. Examples of how international teachers attempted to 

incorporate philosophies like UDL and RTI in their practice provide guidance in this self-study 

journey. 

Growing and adapting as an educator have always been at the forefront of my teaching 

philosophy. Personal growth is essential for any educator who wants to have a powerful 

influence on the students they are teaching. This study reflects on collaborative systems and 

structures that need to be in place to support the implementation of  different UDL strategies 

used to reduce the learning barriers and create inclusive classrooms. The collaborative systems 

and structures that need to be in place to create a sustainable environment for these programs and 

strategies to flourish will also be discussed.  
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This study examines different UDL and RTI strategies used in international educational 

environments. It will examine how the types of planning, programs, and strategies were impacted 

by the level of collaboration that existed between stakeholders within that international setting.  

In order to answer my research question, my research methodology will involve conducting 

a self-study. More specifically, I will be using systematic journaling as my data collection for 

investigating my research question. Through journaling the UDL, RTI, and other strategies used 

and comparing them to the current field of research, I hope to help myself and other educators 

better understand the work and collaboration involved in creating inclusive classrooms.  

My passion for teaching and meeting the needs of all my students motivates me on my 

journey to grow as an educator. Through my experiences, research, and collaboration, I will 

implement and document practical strategies that can be used within the international school to 

create an authentic inclusive classroom. These classrooms would enable all learners to have an 

opportunity to participate, learn, and collaborate within an inclusive environment without 

segregation and labeling. This study will also be of value to the field, as it provides opportunities 

for discussion of inclusive education both in Canadian and international school settings. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 
The aim of this literature review is to investigate the literature and research on best 

practices in the areas of UDL and RTI and apply these within a collaborative setting to create 

both powerful and inclusive classrooms and learning environments. Specifically, I will be 

aligning my research to look deeper into UDL practices that have been proven to support the 

typical, atypical, gifted, and English language learning students within various educational 

environments. It will then look at the RTI tiers and how strategies from each tier, in combination 

with UDL, can aid in early identification and positively impact student learning. Finally, I will 

outline the power of collaboration within the systems and structures of a school environment. 

I plan to use this literature in tandem with my own beliefs and practices and incorporate 

each into my teaching environment. I will then journal and reflect on the impact they have on 

myself as a teacher and my environment of learning. The practices that take place in the 

classroom are reflective of the inclusive culture that is created for the learners within it. The key 

themes that will be addressed in this literature review are principles from both the UDL and RTI 

fields.  

Universal Design for Learning 

The educational concept of UDL was adopted from the architectural concept of universal 

design (UD). The goal of UD was to create public buildings that were accessible to the widest 

spectrum of users, including individuals with exceptionalities (Bernacchio & Mullen, 2007). The 

UD framework was adapted to become UDL in order to provide educators guidance in creating 

flexible curricula, flexible instructional environments, and for using technology to maximize 
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success for all typical and atypical students. Furthermore, Bernacchio and Mullen (2007) add 

that UDL principles embrace the idea of instructor creativity in developing instructional 

strategies and assessment tools that are effective for all learners while still preserving the 

integrity of the course and achieving its objectives. 

The National Center on UDL (2014) outlines the framework as a “set of principles for 

curriculum development that give all individuals equal opportunities to learn, [while] providing a 

blueprint for creating instructional goals, methods, materials, and assessments that work for 

everyone--not a single, one-size-fits-all solution but rather flexible approaches that can be 

customized and adjusted for individual needs” (para. 2). According to the U.S Department of 

Education (2011), “UDL has come to dominate the field because of its broad applicability and its 

research foundation in the learning sciences, both cognitive and neurosciences” (para. 2). 

Within educational settings, individuals bring a wide variety of skills, needs, and interests 

to the learning environment that are as unique as our DNA or fingerprints. Neuroscience 

describes three primary brain networks that come into play with each individual learner. These 

are the recognition networks or the “what” of learning, strategic networks which are the “how” 

of learning, and the affective networks which include the “why” of learning (Center for Applied 

Special Technology, 2014). UDL principles address many of these networks by allowing for 

multiple means of representation, action, expression, and engagement in order to create a 

productive and stimulating environment for each learner within that setting (National Center on 

UDL, 2014).  
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 Several researchers support developing structures for reaching each of these networks. 

Katz (2013) supports the interconnection of various networks in her Three Block Model of UDL, 

stating that:  

The Three Block Model of UDL is the "how to" piece we need for creating socially and 

academically inclusive classrooms. However, there is much more to it than just the 

practical how - we have to understand why we are doing what we are doing - what is our 

vision? What are we trying to achieve, for our students, ourselves as teachers, and our 

communities? (para. 1).  

This Three Block Model is based on the interconnectedness of the following three 

concepts: Systems and Structures, Instructional Practice, and Social and Emotional Learning 

(Katz, 2013). Systems and structures, the first concept, outlines that educational learning 

environments must have an inclusive policy without exceptions. This is based on distributed 

leadership and collaboration between teachers to plan, schedule, and allocate resources within 

the necessary classrooms. Katz (2013) argues that the second concept, instructional practice, 

includes the elements of differentiated instruction and assessment that promotes an inclusive 

environment for both typical and atypical learners. Finally, the third concept, social and 

emotional learning, encompasses the idea of developing compassionate, democratic, and diverse 

classrooms. This is further supported by the Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST) 

(2011) which states three primary principles similar to that of Katz’s Three Block Model: 

● Multiple means of representation, to give diverse learners options for acquiring 

information and knowledge,  
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● Multiple means of action and expression, to provide learners options for demonstrating 

what they know,  

● Multiple means of engagement, to tap into learners' interests, offer appropriate 

challenges, and increase motivation (para. 3).  

UDL provides a framework for curriculum design, instructional processes, and 

assessment that gives all students equal opportunities to learn and to demonstrate what they have 

learned. Based on neurological research, Bernacchio & Mullen (2007), UDL recognizes that 

learning is different for each individual and in order for optimal learning to occur, a variety of 

methods and materials to implement, support and measure learning are needed.  Maryland’s 

Educational System established a statewide task force to explore the incorporation of UDL 

principles into its diverse school systems in 2010. In Maryland’s State Department of Education 

framework (2010), A Route for Every Learner, they identify strategies that educators can use to 

empower their students and create a more inclusive environment for all learners. Within the 

classroom these include:  

● Access to tools and strategies that provide flexibility in presenting information, engaging 

students, and demonstrating knowledge.  

● When teachers impart information, multiple methods are used that tap into diverse 

learning needs as a complement to verbal presentations and the use of written text. 

● Flexibility for how students will demonstrate what they know (e.g., choices of process 

and product).  

● Charts and Advance/Graphic Organizers providing various levels of scaffolding and 

support throughout the instructional process. 
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● Print–based materials enhanced with images to help teach concepts.  

● Areas within the classroom designed for small group instruction.  

● A variety of instructional methods are used to maximize student engagement.  

● Meaningful participation in learning activities by every student in the class, regardless of 

ability level (Maryland’s State Department of Education, 2011, para. 5). 

In summary, the UDL principles that allow for higher level engagement and multiple 

means of representation, action, and expression are shown to have impacts on student learning 

within the important areas of self worth, belonging, deeper cognitive challenges, and social 

learning (Katz, 2013). Teachers who are able to utilize the UDL strategies within their 

educational environments are able to further better their practice in the areas of instruction, 

curriculum, planning, and assessment, ultimately not only empowering themselves, but also the 

students they are teaching.  

Technology as UDL Support  

Digital media and technology are a natural fit with UDL, as they provide environments 

that are flexible and easily modified. Teachers can create environments that integrate 

instructional technologies in the classroom to provide scaffolds and supports that are consistent 

with UDL. Rao, Currie-Rubin, and Logli (2016) argue that digital tools are multimodal and offer 

a variety of options for representation, action, and expression, creating an environment that 

readily engages students.  

Furthermore, the Maryland State Department of Education task force (2010) states that 

technology should play a powerful role in supporting the UDL framework within a school to 
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ensure all learners have a platform to succeed and learn within an inclusive environment. The 

following are strategies to support UDL with technology: 

● Technology is used as a complement to classroom materials and tools.  

● Regular access to technology in schools and in classrooms—for example, easy access to 

portable technology devices such as wireless netbook carts and software that supports a 

diverse body of student learners, Web tools that enhance instruction, and easily accessible 

ways to organize and share digital instructional materials across schools and local school 

systems.  

● Interactive whiteboards used interactively by teachers and students, utilizing a range of 

software and Web-based tools to engage learners of all ability levels.  

● Students demonstrate ease of use with the routines associated with technology tools  

(Maryland’s State Department of Education, 2010, para. 20).  

The Strategic Reader is a well researched technology based tool that is consistent with the 

UDL’s core philosophy of building flexible supports into learning environments. Hall and 

Connell (2017) outline the Strategic Reader as being a web-based tool that integrated formative 

assessment into a highly supported literacy environment, and allowed a reading environment that 

created access to all readers to digitized texts and scaffolding to support comprehension. The 

three main concepts of the Strategic Reader include an interactive digital reading environment 

based on UDL principles, teacher to student and student to student forum discussions, embedded 

curriculum-based measurement (CBM) to track student progress (Hall & Connell, 2017, para. 5). 

Rao, Currie-Rubin, and Logli (2016) also found that the potential for improving reading 

comprehension was increased when combining UDL and curriculum-based measurements 
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(CBM) with technology. Furthermore, they found that the Strategic Reader Tool, a technology 

based reading environment that blends UDL and CBM tools, allowed for an environment that 

encouraged teachers to create tailored interventions that suited the needs of the students in their 

classrooms (Rao, Currie-Rubin, and Logli, 2016).  

In addition to benefits in literacy areas, Rao, Currie-Rubin, Logli (2016) also found that 

students improved in many academic and socio-emotional areas when a universally designed 

inclusive science course was used. The UDL-based course included adaptations to instructional 

delivery, materials, curriculum, and assessments. The course also provided flexible options for 

student participation. UDL was applied to these course components:  

● Use of flexible materials (e.g., an overhead projector, large print, highlighted info, 

laptop/computers with Internet) to help students to locate information, develop projects, 

and express their learning to teachers and peers  

●  Flexible modes of student participation, including options for interaction and student 

leadership (e.g., hands-on activities, working on team projects, students teaching other 

students), various formats (e.g., working individually or with others, choice of roles in 

team projects)  

●  Varied options for providing information, with various instructional delivery modes 

(e.g., teacher-directed,student-directed, technology-driven)  

● Options for assessment accommodations and support for students for assessing the 

accuracy of their answers (e.g., checklists, rubrics)(Hall & Connell, 2012).. 

Technology and digital media play a vital role in creating scaffolds and supports that better assist 

students within their educational environment while promoting environments that are flexible 
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and easily modified. Teachers can use both assistive technology and digital tools in combination 

with UDL to better support their instruction, planning, and assessment for the diverse learners 

that they support and teach.  

English Language Learners and UDL 

The large number of English Language Learners (ELL) found in international schools 

could also benefit from UDL principles. Lopez-Murphy (2012) argues that educators need to 

incorporate collaborative and group activities that promote the English language within a natural 

instructional setting while focusing on creating activities that focus on content specific 

vocabulary that ELL students are required to acquire and produce.  It is further argued by 

Lopez-Murphy (2012) that these strategies will benefit each learner within that environment by 

promoting stronger belonging and social learning with flexible groupings and a more cooperative 

learning environment. These concepts also play a vital role within the Katz’s (2013) Three Block 

Model of UDL as they help incorporate creating flexible groupings and cooperative learning, 

differentiated instruction, and assessment for all learners within a classroom, and social and 

academic inclusion of students from various ethnic backgrounds.  

When planning for these diverse learning environments, learning the student’s family 

culture, traditions, and ways of learning in their own language can give a teacher insight to 

planning effective strategies. Creating opportunities for students to have content delivered in 

their native language also helps to ensure that each individual learner has an opportunity to reach 

their potential and learn (Kim & Connell, 2004). In addition to having content delivered to them 

in their native language, ELLs need to be challeged and given the opportunity to engage in 

inquiry, critical thinking, problem solving, and collaboration (Lopez-Murphy, 2012). This can be 
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paired with promoting deeper processing by teaching strategies that help students relate new 

concepts to personal experiences. Respecting the diversity of each learner and creating an 

environment that has integrated curriculum, student choice, and social and academic inclusivity 

ties in with the Three Block Model of UDL and the creation of inclusive environments with no 

exceptions (Katz, 2013).  

Response to Intervention  

The RTI Action Network (2011) defines the Response to Intervention (RTI) as a 

multi-tier system approach to the early identification and support of students with learning and 

behavioural needs. This three-tiered system includes tier 1-high quality classroom instruction, 

screening, and group interventions, tier 2-targeted interventions, and tier 3-intensive 

interventions and comprehensive evaluation. Tier 1 focuses on differentiation within the 

classrooms where academic, behavioural, and social-emotional supports are created to allow 

students to be successful both inside and outside school (The RTI Action Network, 2011). Tier 2 

focuses on more targeted support for those students who need additional behavioural, academic, 

and/or social emotional supports to reduce barriers within the school and classroom, while tier 3 

is more intensive and individualized support or interventions that help with gaps in behavioural, 

academic, and/or social emotional learning (Katz, 2013). 

The RTI Action Network (2011) argues that in order for the RTI implementation to work 

well, the following essential components must be implemented with fidelity and in a rigorous 

manner. They suggest: 

● High-quality, scientifically based classroom instruction. All students receive 

high-quality, research-based instruction in the general education classroom. 
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● Ongoing student assessment. Universal screening and progress monitoring provide 

information about a student’s learning rate and level of achievement, both individually 

and in comparison with the peer group. These data are then used when determining 

which students need closer monitoring or intervention. Throughout the RTI process, 

student progress is monitored frequently to examine student achievement and gauge 

the effectiveness of the curriculum. Decisions made regarding students’ instructional 

needs are based on multiple data points taken in context over time. 

● Tiered instruction. A multi-tier approach is used to efficiently differentiate instruction 

for all students. The model incorporates increasing intensities of instruction offering 

specific, research-based interventions matched to student needs. 

● Parent involvement. Schools implementing RTI provide parents information about 

their child’s progress, the instruction and interventions used, the staff who are 

delivering the instruction, and the academic or behavioural goals for their child (RTI 

Action Network, 2011). 

Basham, Israel, Graden, Poth, and Winston (2010) describe the relationship between the UDL 

framework and RTI, noting how key components of UDL-based instruction can support the RTI 

tiers. Both frameworks are based on a preventative approach that integrates support for students 

instead of reactively providing accommodations for those who are not succeeding in the 

classroom. RTI Tier 1 instruction calls for whole-class instruction that includes differentiated 

student supports. UDL-based instruction, which proactively provides support for all learners in 

the classroom by addressing their varied needs, aligns with Tier 1 instruction by focusing first on 

inclusive instructional practice reducing the numbers of students needing Tier 1 and Tier 2 

supports due to non-inclusive classroom instruction (Katz, 2013). RTI Tier 2 and Tier 3 supports 

consist of small group, individualized, and customized strategies for students, with embedded 

progress monitoring. With its focus on providing appropriate and proactive support for specific 
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students, UDL can be applied to Tier 2 and Tier 3 instruction. For example, teachers can use 

various assistive technology tools in Tier 1 environments, and in Tier 2 and Tier 3 instruction.  

Collaboration in Supporting UDL and RTI 

The system of collaboration is defined by Stollar (2002) as the orderly combination of two 

or more individuals whose interaction is intended to produce a desired outcome. The systems and 

structures built to support a collaborative environment support the infrastructure of the UDL and 

RTI strategies being implemented within an educational environment. Curtis and Cohen (2006) 

argue that the process of collaborative planning and problem solving are crucial when creating a 

framework that fosters desired practices and the culture of the school. Schools that have a 

team-based approach that incorporates both collaborative planning and the problem-solving 

process to address system level issues or student related concerns, have stronger results when 

dealing with issues at a school, district, and community level (Curtis & Cohen, 2006).  

Katz (2013) outlines that in order to have enriched instructional practice and 

social-emotional learning take place, the systems and structures of a school need to be in place 

and promote a collaborative environment. She continues to argue that staffing for collaborative 

practice such as team planning time, scheduling in cohorts and teams, co-planning, 

team-teaching, and assessing  are all crucial for the development and support of the strategies 

and programs being implemented (Katz, 2013). 

Bringing These Themes Together 

The above literature highlights the potential that UDL, RTI, and Technology paired with 

a strong collaborative infrastructure can bring to an educational environment in creating 

inclusive classrooms for all learners. Through my research on these educational philosophies, it 
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is evident that there is power in adapting UDL and RTI practices and strategies into any school 

that has diverse learners within each class. Throughout my exploration of this literature, I have 

deepened my perspectives around the movement towards creating inclusive classrooms through 

the careful implementation of UDL and RTI as a vehicle to support students academically, 

behaviourally, and social-emotionally.  

Edyburn (2010) states that the power of UDL and RTI lies in the instructional design, and 

highlights that these practices must be grounded in planning and curriculum to create a more 

intentional and proactive approach within school environments. Within the CAST report, 

Basham, Israel, and Graden (2010) describe the “relationship between the UDL framework and 

RTI, noting how key components of UDL-based instruction can support the RTI tiers. Both 

frameworks are based on a preventative approach that integrates supports for students instead of 

reactively providing accommodations for those who are not succeeding in the classroom” (para. 

23).  

Teachers need to be well versed in these practices and be trained to use these powerful 

strategies before we can hope to have a more clear picture of what is the best practice in this 

current field of study. Our mission should be to change traditional practices within education by 

giving teachers the knowledge and tools needed to implement strategies from both UDL and 

RTI, so that it is grounded within the educational infrastructure of their environment. Teachers 

need to be in an environment that promotes a growth mindset in student understanding, learning, 

trying, and implementing new practices, and being open to constant change within their 

environment to better cater to the individual needs within any given class.  
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These two themes drive me to ask the questions: How can we create inclusive classrooms 

in international settings with the use of both UDL and RTI?  What are the most powerful 

practices, methods, and interventions that will allow teachers to create inclusive environments 

and students to have equal access to academic and social-emotional success? 
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 Chapter 3: Research Methodology  

Defining Self-Study 

I will be using the research methodology of self-study to answer my question ‘How can 

UDL and RTI strategies in a collaborative environment impact my teaching practice and help me 

contribute to the creation of an inclusive classroom?’  For the past two decades, there has been 

an increase in research that impacts and enhances our understanding of teacher education. 

Self-study is one strand that has emerged as an invaluable way for educators to observe and 

reflect on their own practice to improve teaching and learning for both the teacher and student. 

Lassonde, Galman, and Kosnik (2009) state that the official home of self-study is widely 

considered to be the Self Study of Teacher Education Practices (S-STEP) Special Interest Group 

of the American Educational Research Association. Pinnegar and Hamilton (2009) state that self 

study encourages classroom teachers and teacher researchers to closely examine and better 

understand their individual teaching practices while seeking to understand how those principles 

operate in their practice and whether they need to be revised. 

Samaras and Freese (2006) define self-study as a component of reflection where teachers 

systematically and critically evaluate their actions and “the context of those actions as a way of 

developing a more consciously driven mode of professional activity.”  Similarly, Lassonde et al. 

defines self-study as a teachers ability to critically reflect on their practice and participate 

consciously and creatively in their own personal growth and development (2009). Furthermore, 

Hamilton and Pinnegar define self study within their Self Study of Practice as a Genre of 

Qualitative Research report as “the study of one’s self, one’s action, and one’s ideas” and argue 
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that educators can gain a deeper sense of their pedagogy by placing a greater emphasis on the 

knowledge and learning derived from researching their own practice (2009, para. 20).  

Research using this methodology creates an opportunity for teacher-researchers to 

document not only what they learn about teaching and teacher education, but also the tacit and 

personal practical knowledge they possess that contributes to our knowledge and understanding 

of teaching (Hamilton & Pinnegar, 2009).  Within a self-study, researchers inquire about 

problems situated in practice, engage in cycles of research, and systematically collect and 

analyze data to be constantly reflecting and growing as a professional educator (Samaras & 

Freese, 2006). 

Justification for Chosen Methodology 

As a reflective practitioner, I have constantly strived to reflect on myself as an educator 

in any educational setting. I feel that the self-study methodology will best align with my 

personality as a classroom teacher allowing me to be successful when documenting and 

analyzing my practice. Furthermore, this type of systematic reflection further deepens my 

pedagogy and promotes growth in my teaching practice. Self-study is also relevant to my current 

educational setting and peer reflection is encouraged and built into our daily schedule. I believe 

invaluable professional growth will result by examining my practice and challenging myself and 

my colleagues to ask deeper questions on the way we plan, assess, and teach. 

Data Collection  

Systematic journaling will be the source for data collection. This will be qualitative data 

collected in the form of a directed question/answer document that I will use to guide my 

reflections. Reflections will be made periodically each week to reflect on the strategies that were 
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implemented at that time and any adaptations or changes that were made. In order to create 

consistency within my reflections, I will focus on questions designed to look at the strategy being 

implemented and why, whether that strategy was or was not successful, and how this experience 

changes my beliefs or practice. The questions I will consistently answer in my reflections 

included: 

1) What inclusive practices/methods/interventions are being implemented in the 

classroom/school? What is the school doing to facilitate the use of UDL/RTI?  

-These will come from the three Transdisciplinary Units (TDU) that make up the school 

year. Within each one of these units, reflections will also look at the programs and 

interventions that were constantly being implemented and adapted/modified throughout 

the year. Finally, these reflections will also encompass what strategies I was using on a 

weekly basis within my classroom. 

       2) Why were these implemented?  

       3) What is working well, and what needs to be adapted or modified?  

         4) How well does this strategy fit with my intentions and beliefs as a teacher? How is my 

practice changing through the implementation of these strategies? 

Online research documentation will allow me to consistently enter my observations on the 

inclusive practices in my classroom for the duration of this self-study.  

Data Interpretation 

At the end of the 38 week time frame, the journals will be reviewed and a summary 

reflection of my focus questions will be included. I will also attempt to make meaning of the data 

collected from journaling by sorting and organizing the activities and strategies identified in the 
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data collection phase. The results from these journals will be compiled to look at how the 

activities and strategies helped me grow in my use of UDL to create more inclusive 

environments within my classroom, what strategies did not work or needed to be adapted or 

modified, and new reflections on what I would and would not do moving forward in my 

educational career.  Ultimately, these reflective journals will provide information about how well 

the UDL and RTI strategies worked and how they shaped my beliefs and practices as an educator 

to further create inclusive environments within an international setting.  

Limitations  

The major limitation in using self-study as my primary method of research involves 

consistency when writing the journal entries and reflections on the inclusive practices happening 

within my classroom. Teaching is an ever changing environment that demands an educators full 

attention on a daily basis and sometimes it is difficult to sit down and deeply reflect on what has 

happened within your classroom on a weekly basis. It was important for me to set goals 

throughout the year and stay with them when it came to the journaling and the reflective process, 

however, this was not always the case. There were times when I had to go back and reflect 

practices that happened within busy weeks that I had no time to journal. Another limitation is 

much of these reflections are coming from my perspective and what I see happening in the 

classroom. This makes my research beneficial but limited as it may not be as transferable and 

difficult to generalize the results across various environments. As the researcher, I am mindful 

that some of these limitations may alter my study, but will be taken into consideration as I 

proceed with my data analysis.  
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Another limitation is the autonomy and diversity of teachers and teaching methodologies. 

By implementing and changing the educational philosophies within a school, teachers must be 

open to this change and potential risk, however, not all educators are open to these components 

within their work environment. This can change the way these strategies are implemented or the 

authenticity of each strategy. It is crucial that teachers are on board to be the catalyst for change. 

Growth mindset plays a major role in this process as well, teachers need to know that they can 

fail and be supported. Risk and mistakes should be looked at as an opportunity to reflect and 

learn on personal experiences. My goal will be to highlight mistakes and failures within my own 

practice and reflect on how these can be changed to work more effectively in other settings or 

groups. 

Another potential limitation is control in large scale implementation of UDL and RTI as 

it involves various stakeholders such as the state, administration, and school level educators to be 

united in the vision. Different personalities and perspectives may hinder the implementation of 

UDL and RTI strategies that might not have the same effect within full-school buy in and 

development. To add, every environment is bound by its structures, funding, and resources, 

which creates limitations in its ability to implement various strategies that may have been proven 

to have a powerful influence on creating inclusive environments.  

Potential Value 

As a researcher, I hope to take the data that has been collected and create knowledge for 

myself and other teachers that can be applied into their own learning environments to create truly 

inclusive classrooms that allow students the fair access to knowledge and skills. This process has 

allowed me to better understand myself, my teaching, and my students in a deeper and more 
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holistic way. Samaras (2006) argues that there is great value in self-study as it allows educators 

to develop practical knowledge for personal, professional, and classroom improvements, while 

also allowing you to investigate your own questions situated in your particular context. 

Furthermore, I believe that this research and further self-study will allow me to continuously 

grow as a leader and educator with evidence based practice, with a deeper level of collaboration 

“with colleagues within the same grade level, discipline team,” and educational setting (Samaras, 

2006).  

Data Analyzation 

At the end of my research period, I will break my journal results into the three sections: 

Systems and Structures, Instructional Practice, and Social-Emotional Learning. I will further 

address these activities and strategies to discuss what worked, what needed to be adapted or 

modified, and what I will and will not continue to use moving forward in my current teaching 

environment. The following chapter will describe my practice within each of the three sections in 

detail in order for my own continuous personal growth in the field of education.  
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Chapter 4: Findings and Results  
 

A teacher’s actions, beliefs, and personal strive for continual growth all impact the culture 

of learning in each and every educational environment. The power in this self-study is the deeper 

level reflections that I took part in during my research phase. I hope that this reflective research 

and my further actions in the field of education allow me to continuously grow as an educator 

and person.  

Systems and Structures (Collaboration in identifying student needs) 

Reading back through my journals and organizing the content from the school, I was able 

to highlight two systems and structures that were very powerful in my growth as an educator. 

These consisted of professional development (PD) and collaborative teacher planning.  

→ August: The school has allowed for countless PD opportunities for the teachers to be 

a part of. Both money and time has been built into the contract and schedule to allow for 

teachers to confidently take part in various PDs of their choice. I have already been a part of 

two mini PDs that have increased my awareness around RTI and the Multi-Tiered System of 

Support (MTSS) that we will be adapting as a support team to implement into the school in early 

September.  

These PDs consisted of the support team from both campuses meeting on two separate occasions 

for a period of three hours. Both principals from each elementary campus came together to run a 

small PD on both RTI and the MTSS systems that we would be implementing into the school. 

Furthermore, the team then came together to create a scope and sequence of how we would start 

to implement MTSS into the school.  
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The MTSS is a systemic, continuous-improvement framework in which data-based 

problem-solving and decision making is practiced across all levels of the educational system for 

supporting students. To add, this framework provides targeted support to struggling students. It 

focuses on the whole child. MTSS supports academic growth and achievement, but it also 

supports many other areas such as behavior, social, and emotional needs.  

 

Figure 1. The MTSS framework adapted from Pearson Education. This figure illustrates the 

steps that would be taken by both teachers and students when a student entered into the early 

intervention stages of our “Kid Chats.” 

These mini PDs and pre-scheduled planning periods allowed our team to meet 

consistently throughout the week to implement our own version of RTI and what would work 

within the school environment. The vision of the team was to have each member of the support 
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team understand their roles and responsibilities, the MTSS framework to deliver instruction and 

intervention, and gain a stronger sense of the English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) 

protocol and model. One of the strongest pieces from these PDs was the training and discussions 

around how we would best implement the tier 1 screeners.  

 

Figure 2. This image, created by the school support team, shows the tier 1 screeners that our 

administration presented, assigned to each member, plus provided training to allow for further 

teacher-teacher training within the school. 

→ September 15: The support team and homeroom teachers have successfully 

implemented the tier 1 screeners set out for Fall, except Words Their Way. These screeners have 

created a strong profile of each learner for both the teachers and support team to continue 

striving towards best supporting our students.  

The power that came from both these mini PDs stemmed from the knowledge and vision 

both the administration throughout each presentation demonstrated. This created a strong buy in 

from the teachers involved in this planning and a platform to grow in this area individually.  The 
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planning times set to continue to delve into the MTSS and collaboration with my team set the 

tone for the rest of the year and allowed us to execute our vision.  

Furthermore, we had a variety of times set to either meet with both administration, our 

team, or teachers during the year that continued to strengthen the implementation of this 

program. Meetings or “Kid Chats” were scheduled into each 7 day rotation to ensure that all 

teachers had a chance to meet with a member of the support team to discuss students at risk and 

what strategies or interventions might work best within the classroom to support each specific 

need. The kids who were identified in our “Kid Chats” would be discussed multiple times before 

moving towards this documentation process.  

In addition to the MTSS program, we, as a support team, began to revise the MTSS 

documentation forms so that all teachers involved in the process would follow the same steps 

and precautions with each student to make sure they were enrolled in the environment that was  

best for them. For the most part, being in the classroom with the right support systems had the 

best results.  

→ November: The documentation forms have been a great addition within the school. It 

has created a strong form of documentation and allowed conversations with teachers to be 

directed towards what is best suited for the student.  

→ November: The MTSS documentation has helped me focus on what I need to prepare, 

plan, and do when pushing into the classrooms. In working with the teachers, I feel we have 

made some strong progress with certain students in the last couple months. This documentation 

has helped to focus both the teacher and support staff in what needs to be addressed.  
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Figure 3. School wide MTSS documentation form created by the school support team. These 

documents allowed teachers to refer students to the support team who showed any form of social, 

mental, emotional, and/or academic concerns within class.  

The MTSS program allowed a greater awareness and understanding of the needs of the 

individual students within our school for both classroom teachers and the support team. Having 

proper teacher collaboration time built into the schedule meant we could continually adapt or 

modify where needed for either the teachers or students. These times were scheduled within each 
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6 day rotation as morning meetings from 7:30-8:15 am, Mondays from 3:15-4:45 pm, or during 

the scheduled upper and lower years meetings.  

Having a knowledgeable administration that was ready to support the implementation of 

these programs allowed for greater buy-in and school-wide consistency and support from all staff 

involved. “Teachers have been extremely supportive and excited to have the opportunity to meet 

with a support team member about certain students within their class. I have been a part of 4 

meetings with the upper years teachers, and as a team, we have been able to begin 

implementing” a variety of strategies to further support our students.  

The systems and structures within an educational environment set the stage for the 

teachers and students within it. By having both adequate teacher collaboration time, myself and 

other teachers were able to work collectively towards a common goal that became a powerful 

pillar within our school.  

→ June 10: In our year end meeting with the support team and teachers, most teachers 

stated they were very happy with the MTSS program and would like to continue diving deeper 

into making it even stronger for next year. We as a support team were very happy with how 

things went this year, but have many reflections on how to make this even stronger. 

The MTSS program along with the documentation allowed the staff to be continually 

adapting and evolving in the areas that best suited our students. Furthermore, it led to the 

creation of a school-wide policy, that was supported by both teachers and administration, 

facilitating consistency and depth in the program. Many of the support staff mentioned, including 

myself that “teachers seemed to be really buying into the program, and that the consistency and 

support created strength and unity between teachers.” During this collaborative process, I was 
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constantly challenged to be researching and learning various strategies, programs, or screeners in 

order to support teachers within their classes to allow for inclusion for all students both typical 

and atypical. Due to the ongoing collaboration, I was able to develop further skills involving 

documentation within the MTSS program, Kid Chats, Fountas and Pinnell, Zones of regulation, 

WIDA, behavioural support plans, targeted math and literacy groups, and writing learning 

support plans (LSP). Through the collaboration time, I felt supported and had more access to 

other information from the teachers that I worked with and the collaborative professional 

development that was offered.  

Looking to the future, I will continue to value collaboration, and use the programs, 

strategies, and interventions that were strengthened. One of the strongest interventions/strategies 

that came from this period of time were the “Kid Chats.” Having time built into the schedule to 

meet with the teachers allowed for authentic team planning and discussion around how to best 

suit the needs of at risk students within each class.  

→ October 2: The Kid Chats have been very successful with the upper years teachers. I 

feel we are having very productive conversations around students and coming up with strategies 

that have been working within the grade 3, 4, and 5 classes.  

However, as successful as these programs became, there were growing pains. One struggle 

we faced as a team was staying consistent with the time planned for the kid chats. As the year 

progressed, it became increasingly harder to finish the goals set for each meeting. This was a 

result of the increase in students being identified within the kid chats. In addition, not enough 

support personnel were available to properly work with each student for the desired times. In an 

October reflection I state “we as a support team feel a bit understaffed to take on the demands of 
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the school this month, there is an increasingly overwhelming number of needs and we are 

working overtime to sustain the programs and interventions already in place.” In November, the 

support team met to discuss these issues and we began prioritizing the needs of the students. We 

broke down each need and continued to modify the roles and responsibilities of each member. 

This had positive impacts on getting the team back on a collaborative path and allowed us to 

focus on what we need to achieve from week to week.  

Another limitation to collaboration was the availability of our administration. As a small 

school, we only have one principal. The workload of this position created times when we as a 

team could not move forward until we had approval of the administration. At times, this could 

take weeks to properly plan, document, and execute certain tasks that caused the team to not 

meet the timeline set for the goals. Unfortunately, this created a ripple effect delaying the 

implementation of certain programs. Another barrier that I identified was that full school buy-in 

to the changes or strategies was inconsistent between teachers. This hindered the documentation, 

planning, and execution of pivotal steps needed to address the various needs of the school. 

→ December 12: The support team has a meeting planned before Christmas break to 

address some issues around full school buy-in. We are seeing the consequences first hand when 

the support team, teachers, and administration is not on board with the implementation and 

goals set to sustain certain programs.  

One of the greatest struggles to support ongoing collaboration came from the failure to 

consistently maintain the strategies or interventions that were put in place. Specifically, we 

implemented a behavioural program using super hero cards that were meant to reinforce 

behaviour during class transitions. This intervention was only successful when teachers, support 
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staff, and the teacher assistants (TAs) were consistent with the intervention. However, it was 

tough to maintain consistency day to day. The inconsistency for the rewards created additional 

management problems for both the students and teachers. In the end, this was an intervention 

that was not sustainable and only caused more work for the educators that took part in this.  

→October 25/26: This month has been very difficult for the support team. I’m personally feeling 

very stressed and am having trouble maintaining some of the interventions we have implemented 

in the school. Without the consistency of each teacher, these are not having the impact intended. 

This is creating a bit of resentment from teachers with the amount of work that has been added to 

the classroom. We as a support team need to really consider making these interventions 

sustainable for all educators involved.   

 As I read back through my journals, reflected on the year, and discussed with my team, I 

believe these limitations came from being understaffed, scheduling issues that hindered the 

consistency of planned meetings, and at times, not setting realistic goals that would be 

sustainable. In our June meetings, we as a team worked very hard to find solutions to alleviate 

these issues for the following year. The staffing issue was discussed in depth with our 

administration and the local staff, where small gains were made. However, we started to plan 

ways to bring in more support from the sister campus during pivotal times (ie. tier 1 screening, 

kid chats, testing). This was well received by both campuses and times were set for both August 

and September for screening/testing purposes.  

Scheduling proved to be another hurdle to overcome to successfully implement 

collaboration. The times scheduled throughout the year for teacher collaboration, meetings, and 

planning, seemed to be continuously affected by unforeseen scheduling conflicts. Being such a 
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small environment, the support team was losing crucial collaboration and teacher-teacher 

meeting times as the pressures and issues from the school year increased. These issues included 

covering for sick teachers, school events, and the sheer volume of various activities happening 

on a daily basis. These disruptions created a ripple effect in the ability to ensure the validity and 

consistency of the programs we were planning, implementing, or reflecting on the strategies 

already implemented. This was especially problematic as our administration was being pulled in 

too many directions to adequately support the goals and vision set out for the year.  

To combat these issues, the support team, school director, and team leads met twice in the 

last week to discuss and reflect. From these meetings, the team decided to implement three 

solutions. The first, would be to eliminate certain school wide activities and events that became 

overbearing. Second, we would strive to have adequate sub coverage for our campus. Third, we 

would have the school director sit in for our meetings when the administration could not. The 

school director had already started this procedure in the last couple months of school, and it 

allowed the team to stay on pace with the scope and sequence set out.  

Instructional Practice (Collaboration to improve instructional practice) 

As I continued to read and sort through my journals, I was able to highlight the most 

influential instructional practice throughout the year and practices that created strong learning 

lessons through successes, mistakes, and failures. The instructional practices that were most 

effective were our schools Transdisciplinary Units (TDUs), student choice through Inquiry, team 

teaching, and targeted math and literacy groups. 

There are three TDUs that occur at each grade level throughout the year and are at the 

center of all curriculum planning between homeroom and specialist teachers. Each TDU has an 
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essential question that the students set out to learn about through inquiry based learning. The 

TDU encompasses curriculum from various subjects such as science, design, technology, social 

studies, math, art, and ELA. 

These TDUs have become the backbone when planning for the integrated curriculum 

offered within the school environment. Being part of the support team, I was responsible for 

supporting the upper years, grades 3-5, with push-in support, team teaching, and the planning 

process during each unit. The differentiated instruction, student choice, flexible groupings, and 

academic and social inclusion of students that these TDUs created were powerful catalysts in 

student learning.  

→September 8: It has been an eye-opening experience for me to be part of the upper years 

TDUs this year. The varied instruction and teacher collaboration has been impactful for the 

students and they seem to be thriving in these classroom environments.  

The experience and my awareness in planning for these units allowed me to gain valuable 

insight into the impacts that collaborative planning and team teaching had on student learning. 

Week to week, classes were planned to incorporate a variety of teachers that would work 

alongside the students in their journey to inquire and delve into the essential questions through 

combined classes that incorporated various subjects (ie. math, science, art, technology, etc.) in 

one common curriculum. Having multiple teachers in the room gave students access to varied 

knowledge and expertise. In addition, this allowed for more student choice, as teachers could 

support and scaffold the needs of the class. Furthermore, the scheduled team-teaching blocks 

provided stronger academic and social inclusion for both typical and atypical students. Having 

the classroom teacher, specialist teacher, and support staff working together allowed for a higher 
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level of support for each individual learner. This strategy promoted an environment of flexible 

groupings, where students could come together to work on various tasks or goals within the areas 

of math, technology, science, PE, art, and/or music.  

→November 13: Bringing all the stakeholders together for the TDU planning and finding time 

within the schedule for team teaching has been a challenge, but has yielded some positive 

learning environments for the students. I’ve been pushing into both the technology and art class 

where students have been working on various tasks in an environment with multiple teachers to 

scaffold and support them in their inquiry journey. I have also noticed a positive shift in the 

behaviour of our students with exceptionalities, as they are part of the class within flexible 

groupings that are created by the students and not teachers.  

 Through the instructional practices, an environment that was student centered was 

created. This strategy empowered the students to work together to solve problems, build 

meaningful relationships, and gave them the confidence to make mistakes, seek advice from their 

peers or teachers, and take responsibility for their own learning. In addition, being able to 

observe the students in this type of learning environment gave myself and the teachers valuable 

information to further guide planning and assessment, while giving a greater picture of the 

student as a whole. These experiences allowed me to observe where the students needed, not just 

academic support, but personal, emotional, and social support.  

As a staff, we focused heavily on 4 types of co-teaching that we would follow within the 

structure of the TDUs. This was the teacher-support role, team teaching, station teaching, and 

alternative teaching. During our planning times, we would decide on what model we would 

follow and the types of instruction that would take place.  
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The co-teaching model was not just used within our TDUs but also in the targeted 

literacy and math groups we created within our school for the upper years students. This 

intervention was set within our 6 day rotation, happening in the 6th block three days a rotation. 

Homeroom teachers along with the support staff created pre-assessments for reading, writing, 

and math. The students in grades 3-5 were then organized into targeted groups in these three 

areas. The teachers and support staff were assigned groupings and we continued to collaborate 

on planning, assessments, and student profiles. These groupings were very successful with 

students as it assessed and targeted the areas they needed support most. In addition, by having so 

many teachers planning, assessing, and learning the students, we as a staff were able to get a 

stronger sense of each student profile. This information guided classroom, specialist, and support 

teachers in their planning not just academically but also for the student as a whole.  

→September 26: The targeted groupings have been successful thus far. The students have given 

strong feedback on their experience within these groups and it has been a great allotted time to 

work on both teaching and supporting the students in their areas of need. Teachers have also 

discussed that they have seen improvements in certain students with strategies taught in these 

targeted groups.  

This experience and opportunity to be a part of the planning and teacher collaboration 

within the classroom TDUs has given me a greater sense of strategies and tools for student 

learning such as ways to encourage flexible groupings and student agency within the classroom. 

Both the planning and team teaching stages created a plethora of new strategies for me to take on 

and consider in my own pedagogy. The working environment that the TDUs created for both 

students and teachers yielded strong positive feedback from both student and teacher reflections. 
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In a June 8th journal reflection I state “homeroom teachers have been very outspoken about the 

benefits of the integrated curriculum and team teaching that occured in each TDU. There has 

been strong positive feedback around the support that each teacher felt within their class by 

having multiple teachers helping to support and scaffold the students in their learning.” 

My role was focused on the social and academic inclusion of our students with 

exceptionalities. By having a large support system, along with key teachers providing push in 

support, the exceptional students seemed to flourish. They enjoyed the choice to make their own 

groupings according to what they were learning, being able to work independently but having 

multiple teachers for support, and not being excluded or grouped by labels. Flexible groupings 

and student choice impacted my views within the classroom and ultimately changed the way I 

planned for push-in support. In addition, it gave me new strategies and perspectives when 

planning with other teachers for these students.  

Lastly, the targeted groups challenged me to collaborate with a variety of teachers with 

both similar and different perceptions of instruction and assessment. Sorting through the 

different perspectives pushed both myself and the staff to look at the needs of the students and 

support those needs within the targeted groupings. By working with teachers from different areas 

of expertise, I was able to gain a deeper insight to collaboration, student learning and assessment. 

The targeted groups challenged the team to create assessments that were authentic and student 

centered. We focused from an academic standpoint a lot of the time, but as I spent more time 

with these students, I found there was an increase in student learning when I focused 

interventions and strategies on their personal, social, and emotional needs within the class and 

school.  
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While celebrating the positives that arose from the varied instructional approaches within 

our school, I discovered that there were also valuable lessons to be learned by reflection on what 

did not work. One theme that presented itself in many of my journals was the time needed for 

planning for these TDUs, teacher collaboration, and the targeted groups.  

→October 25/26: This month has been very difficult for the support team. I’m personally feeling 

very stressed and am having trouble maintaining some of the interventions we have implemented 

in the school. 

As mentioned above, the school environment was very busy, and as the year went on, we 

were having trouble finding time to collaborate around the instruction, assessment, and the 

results of these programs. Even though the time was scheduled, it was not enough to truly sustain 

what we were doing within the school. Meetings were being pushed later and later into the year, 

which had ripple effects on the assessments and planning for the students. This created 

inconsistencies in both the TDUs and targeted groups that began promoting resentment from 

both teachers and students. 

Throughout the school year, we recognized the need to designate time for the TDU 

planning. Intentionally scheduling time allowed the teachers to have blocks of reserved time to 

collaborate and plan for each TDU. This initiative pushed the staff to really focus on creating 

those flexible and targeted groupings with the blocks that were being team taught.  However, 

when the focus was on the TDUs it impacted the time for planning for the targeted groups for 

both literacy and math. Since the targeted groups were successful in the early stages, the lack of 

dedicated time proved detrimental as the times set aside for these groupings were often 

rescheduled and the planning process between teachers was not as in-depth due to the lack of 
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time. As a result, these groupings became an added pressure on teachers and slowly fell apart. 

This highlighted to me how powerful teacher buy-in, allotted time for planning, and 

sustainability really are in implementing school wide programs for the betterment of the students.  

In an effort to sustain the TDU model and team teaching within the school environment, 

the targeted groups were eventually abolished. There was a heavy focus on how to move forward 

and bring all the stakeholders back into discussions supporting the TDU and team teaching 

models. In a November journal, I state “bringing all the stakeholders together for the TDU 

planning and finding time within the schedule for team teaching has been a challenge, but has 

yielded some positive learning environments for the students.” This was a powerful reflection, as 

by the end of the year we were seeing very positive results from both models. This reflection 

highlights the necessity of creating sustainable programs and finding the collaboration time for 

all stakeholders to be a part of the planning and assessing process. 

Social and Emotional Learning (Collaboration for social emotional learning) 

One of the strongest intervention strategies emerging from the “Kid Chats” was the full 

school implementation of the Zones of Regulation program created by Leah Kuypers (2011) to 

foster self regulation and emotional control. Collaboration to implement this program created a 

catalyst for the development of compassion, empathy, and self emotional regulation within the 

classrooms and the school as a whole. Furthermore, success implementing the program led to 

families being interested in collaborating with school staff on how to continue to support this 

program at home.  

The decision to implement the Zones of Regulation program came from the collaborative 

sessions where the teachers indicated a need to be able to help students who demonstrated 
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trouble regulating their emotions throughout the day. Dedicated time during staff collaboration 

meetings and push in support allowed me to support implementation of the Zones program 

within the classroom. After implementation, it appeared that there were positive results with both 

the targeted students and the other students in the class. I reflected in my journal that the most 

powerful results have been “students having a greater awareness around their emotions, having 

the language to express how they are feeling, and student developed strategies to deal with their 

emotions (ie. taking a walk, Ipad time, finding a quiet spot to breathe and listen to music, brain 

breaks or movement activities, and mini meetings with the teacher or peers to orally express 

themselves).”   

The following quotes highlight the positives I journaled through my observations within 

classrooms with this tier 1 strategy. 

→Students have loved the Zones program and are enjoying the learning process. 

→Teachers have expressed positive feedback with the zones and have appreciated the teacher 

training at both the Monday Meetings. 

→The students I have been working with have been expressing themselves with a much wider 

ranch of emotional vocabulary.  

→ The upper years teachers have been happy with the Zones program and have expressed that 

many of the management issues they were having have been alleviated.  

Throughout the journaling and reflective process, I gained a deeper understanding of how 

powerful it is to build a learning environment that respects diversity and empowers students to be 

independent learners both academically and emotionally. In a journal entry during the midst of 

implementing the program, I state “One of the toughest but most powerful parts of the zones have 
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been allowing students to create their own strategies to deal with the emotions they are feeling. 

While some students have been taking advantage of having the opportunity to leave class causing 

other management problems, the collaborative team-based strategies have led to many teachable 

moments for both the teacher and students to create trust.”  In addition to teacher collaboration, 

the collaboration with the students around their emotions and what they needed within their 

classroom environment was enriched as students gained much more confidence to identify their 

needs. Furthermore, their teachers were able to understand some of the origins of the 

management problems.  

Moving forward, I gained some very powerful insight into the social and emotional 

learning during my self study. I would continue to implement the zones program and also focus 

on how these strategies could also be transferred to situations outside of the school environment. 

To this end, we started to implement a modified version of Kelso’s Choices created by Diane 

Lee and Barbara Clark. We as a support team adapted their work into our own program, called 

“It’s Your Choice.” This program was used for selected classes with some positive results. The 

support team began meeting and discussing how we could implement both programs in the 

following year. It was determined that a priority would be to focus on both emotional regulation 

and conflict resolution. However, any full scale implementation would require planning and 

time. Fortunately, the stakeholders within the school indicated they were willing to devote the 

collaboration time needed to create a sustainable platform for both programs.  

This chapter highlights the collaboration themes that emerged from my journaling during 

this 38 week self study. I organized my data using Katz’s 3-Block Model of UDL as a 

framework with a focus on how collaboration improved the types of activities and programs that 
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were implemented during my data collection phase. To go deeper on these reflections, I decided 

to focus on how I grew in my collaborative approach to using UDL within each section, whether 

the activities and programs were effective, and what I was going to do moving forward.  

In chapter 5, I will focus on the collaborative process when implementing UDL and RTI 

into an international setting. Throughout my self study, my journals centered around 

collaboration and the successes that came from both shared knowledge and accountability, or the 

failures that arose due to a breakdown in these areas. I will focus my lens on how I will move 

forward with the system and structures from a collaborative stand point, highlight the areas that I 

believe must be in place before UDL can successfully be implemented, and the limitations that 

might occur.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

 
Through rereading journal entries and reflecting deeply on my actions throughout the year, 

I have developed new ways of thinking. In the process of reflecting on my experiences, I was 

able to examine and question my intentions and mindset provoking a deeper understanding of my 

personal pedagogy. This, paired with my practice around growth mindset, allowed me to grow 

tremendously through the collaboration in implementing the UDL model in my teaching 

environment.  

Throughout my self-study, I found that the successes and failures that arose when 

implementing UDL within my educational environment were vastly impacted by the 

collaboration that was happening in tandem with the implementation. After careful reflection, I 

feel there is great potential for growth when teachers focus on the collaboration process when 

implementing UDL. The educational benefits of collaboration center around the shared 

knowledge and accountability that must occur in a collaborative environment and the limitations 

to these systems and structures.  

Viewing the implementation of UDL from the lens of Katz 3-block model (2013), there 

needs to be a strategic emphasis on systems and structures before the instructional practice and 

social-emotional learning can authentically take place. Without these structures in place, the 

other blocks become less effective as they hinge on the need to have access to the supportive, 

skilled, and collaborative individuals. Therefore my discussion focuses on the structures 

involving the people, expertise, and time.  
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People 

First, administration plays a pivotal role in holding the stakeholders accountable when 

new programs are introduced into the school. The administration team forms the backbone and 

connection between teachers, students, parents, and various other stakeholders that are involved 

in that school community. The expertise and vision of each administration member forms the 

platform that each stakeholder will work and learn from. I found in my reflections that “when we 

had the support of the administration, we were able to stay on track with our implementation 

goals and the staff were held to a higher level of accountability.” The support from 

administration is crucial for there to be consistency and buy-in between the various stakeholders 

that were part of any given program being implemented. This allowed for full school buy-in and 

distributed leadership that allowed the many moving parts to work together for a common goal.  

When focusing on the systems and structures, I would like to implement and refine within 

my teaching environment, I see some limitations that might hinder the future sustainability of the 

interventions and programs set out. First, is the administration within that school environment 

and its vision and expertise. There needs to be a team of administrators that are cohesive and 

working towards the same goal within the school. This is further supported by Katz (2013) that it 

is crucial to understand why we are doing what we are doing and have a clear vision of what we 

are trying to achieve for the students, teachers, and community as a whole. If there is a 

breakdown at the administration level, a powerful ripple effect is sent throughout the school 

community. In a journal entry, I reflect on “this month has been tough with gaining the support 

of our administration on a timely matter. This has created a disruption in the times set out for the 

implementation of certain programs and interventions.” In addition, having the programs run on 
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a timely matter was crucial for the buy in from teachers, as when we as a support team fell 

behind, the issues compounded and it was tough to mitigate the problems that arose.  

Within the role of the administration, there needs to be an adequately staffed team to 

manage the school community at hand. Within an international school, the administration has 

many stakeholders to deal with on a daily basis. Having a team of educators to work efficiently 

within that school environment is key to the success of the policies, expectations, and programs. 

What we encountered as a team in our environment, was a “staffing issue in the administration 

that has led to a breakdown in the scope and sequence set out for the year.” This issue with 

staffing for the workload demanded by administration, was one of the biggest hindrances in the 

accountability, implementation, and richness of certain programs and interventions set out for 

that environment.  

Expertise 

The expertise of the administration is equally important to be able to provide information 

and strategies that are readily available while giving consistent and constructive feedback to 

improve the quality of instruction. The mini professional development sessions at our school 

were of great value to teachers. These sessions were run by our administration and allowed 

teachers to gain the knowledge and confidence to take ownership of the programs being 

implemented. By investing in the teachers, a greater distribution of leadership was created within 

the school. And in turn, promoted a deeper accountability and collaboration between the support 

team and teachers. Rao, Currie-Rubin, Logli (2016) state that teachers who had the confidence to 

implement the UDL strategies within their learning environments were able to further better their 
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pedagogy in the areas of planning, instruction and assessment all while empowering themselves 

and their students in the process.  

Furthermore, having consistent and knowledgeable leadership outside the administration 

played a vital role in keeping all the teachers accountable to sustain the programs that were being 

implemented. In my reflections, I found that “teachers are feeling very confident in moving 

forward with the programs set out for this term. I believe this has stemmed from the clear 

expectations of roles and responsibilities of both the teachers and support team.” By having this 

accountability through distributed leadership, we as a staff were much more cohesive as a 

working unit. Various leaders stepped up during times of need to keep the team on track with our 

agreed upon goals, roles, and responsibilities. This reflection is further supported by the National 

Center on UDL (2014) with its statements outlining how strong a cohesive team can be when 

using the UDL principles to create multiple means of representation, action, expression, and 

engagement in order to create a productive and stimulating space for the learners within that 

environment. 

Time 

Viewing my self study through a collaborative lens, another main structure that either 

supported or hindered the UDL process was staffing and scheduling for collaborative practice. 

First, having team planning time was extremely important for the sustainability of each program 

and intervention that we were trying to implement. The time planned within the schedule is a 

crucial system and structure that helps the stakeholders address any problems occurring on a 

collaborative platform and the ability to solve them moving forward. When adequate time was 

scheduled into the week, the benefits were ten fold with buy-in, shared knowledge and 
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experience, and planning time that allowed for teachers to create differentiated instruction and 

assessment. By having this planning time, we as a support team were able to help support 

teachers and parents, while mitigating problems that would arise. In addition, the collaboration 

time helped keep everyone on the same page and the implementation process running smoothly. 

Furthermore, this time was crucial for teacher feedback, refining roles and responsibilities, and 

time to focus on the objectives ahead. Having the time to mitigate these problems or concerns 

keeps teachers involved in the implementation process and gives the support team the pulse of 

how the programs and interventions happening within the school environment are succeeding or 

failing.  

Second, collaboration through co-planning between teachers was important for both the 

implemented programs and co-teaching blocks within the TDU. Kim and Connell (2004) argue 

that when planning for diverse learning environments, having multiple teachers from various 

backgrounds within the school allows for that teaching team to have a much richer learning 

profile of each student, creating deeper insight into planning the most effective strategies for that 

class. The power that came from having built in planning time, separate from other team 

planning time, allowed for the support team and teachers to be consistent with the instruction and 

assessment that were being delivered.  

Furthermore, there seemed to be more accountability among the teachers and support 

team with the goals that had been set out and agreed upon. By having these times to meet, we 

were able to address certain problems that would arise and as a team we could alleviate the stress 

put on each teacher. It became evident in my journals that “the sustainability of differentiated 

instruction and assessment was reliant on the time we as teachers had to efficiently collaborate 
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within the school week.” Teachers need to be well trained, collaborative, and well versed as the 

power of UDL stems from the instructional design which must be grounded in both planning and 

curriculum to develop more intentional approaches within the learning environment (Edyburn, 

2010). In turn, the system and structure of providing time was the determiner of how well a 

program or intervention would be planned for and sustained throughout the year.  

The staffing for support within many schools becomes an issue for the sustainability of 

what is being required by each stakeholder within the school. Within our environment, I state 

that we “struggled to keep teachers accountable with the roles and responsibilities set out for 

each program or intervention.” This was due to a breakdown in proper staffing for the school, 

and teachers were being required to cover for other teachers, take on unfair and unsupported 

additional roles, and miss crucial meeting times scheduled into the day. The system broke down 

and could not support the pre scheduled meetings and goals set out.  

In addition to this, the staffing for the support team and homeroom teachers became an 

important part of what that learning environment could offer. We as a support team “struggled to 

plan for and address the needs of the students within our environment, due to the person-power 

of our environment.” Many schools face the same issues with proper staffing to accommodate 

what is being asked from that school environment. The pressures created by government 

policies, school-wide initiatives, parents, and students cause teachers personal stress when not 

supported properly. This causes a breakdown in the buy-in of teachers when adding new 

programs and interventions that must be sustained throughout the year. 

Finally, I noticed that the school-wide scheduling and expectations created by both 

administration and teachers played a pivotal role in the power of the UDL being implemented 
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within that environment. The planning time for teachers and leadership teams became the 

backbone of the programs, interventions, integrated instruction, and assessment we as a team 

were trying to accomplish. By having pre-scheduled times built into the day, “the stakeholders 

had sufficient time to meet and plan” creating a cohesive team that was all working towards the 

same goal. Assigning roles within these meetings such as a timer, notetaker, calendar/tech 

support, and a facilitator along with meeting expectations was important for each session to have 

respected time limits, a collaborative discussion, and to focus intently on the goal set out. Having 

these systems and structures in place allowed for a deeper level of buy-in, accountability, and 

efficiency throughout the year.  

What became more evident was how much the schedule of each day would either support 

or hinder the pre scheduled time set aside for planning. Within an international school, there are 

countless events, meetings, school wide activities, and moving parts. The day to day scheduling 

needs to be well thought out and planned for, with adequate support and coverage for each 

stakeholder to have the time and support to plan for the goals set out. In this case, having the 

proper staffing and support systems for coverage became a key factor in teachers respecting the 

meeting times set out for the year.  

Another major limitation was the school-wide events and planning for the year. We as a 

support staff along with the teachers  “had a tough time attending all the pre-scheduled meetings 

and sustaining the programs and interventions set out in the school due to the volume of events, 

meetings, and professional development required of us as a staff.” There were times in the month 

that teachers could not attend important meetings because of their workload. This created a 

breakdown within the school and became detrimental to the predetermined goals. Looking 
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deeper into this, it was the inadequate support system we had at the school. The systems and 

support for covering teachers was non-existent, like many schools due to funding, and this 

hindered the sustainability of the powerful programs that had been positively impactful for the 

students.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, I have learned that every student should be immersed in a learning 

community in which the culture is centered around collaboration, growth, and improvement. For 

educators to learn and work towards the power of UDL within their environment, there needs to 

be the systems and structures in place to support each stakeholder that is part of the process. The 

learning and collaborative culture of that environment will directly impact and enable teachers to 

develop and sustain UDL beyond a surface level, and promote an appreciation for its 

implications for student learning. In this study, my intent was to discover how to best implement 

and support UDL within an international setting.  

The answer to my research question has been revealed through analysis and reflection. I 

have learned how powerful UDL can be within an international setting when the systems and 

structures are in place to further promote the instruction and social-emotional development of the 

teachers and students. This self-study has led me to greater awareness in my pedagogy around 

the power of collaboration when dealing with UDL and the educational benefits of both shared 

knowledge and accountability that is crucial in a collaborative environment.  
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