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Top 5 UDL Tips  
for Learning Environments

At CAST, we reflect on all aspects of a learning environment before a learner walks into the room. Using 
the UDL framework, we can proactively design learning environments so that everyone can work toward 
becoming expert learners.

Use the Top 5 UDL Tips for Learning Environments as a tool to reflect on your learning environment.

Design the space to match the goal
Identify the learning goal for a given learning event. Then, consider how the physical spaces could 
shift to align with the target goals of different activities. For example, if collaboration is part of 
the goal, how could the desks, chairs, and other parts of the environment be arranged to foster 

collaboration? This arrangement would be different than if the goal was to have a full class discussion or 
independent learner work time.

Try it! For an upcoming lesson, identify a specific learning goal and reflect on how you can reconfigure desks, 
materials, and work spaces to support that goal.

Ask yourself:
• How is my classroom configuration flexible so it can support my learning goals?
• How can I make the most relevant materials or resources available in the learning space?
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Offer resource areas accessible to all
Resource areas provide scaffolds and supports for learners to use as needed. For example, there 
may be an area with options such as dictionaries, thesaurus, calculators, writing tools, graphic 
organizers, and assorted lined, graph, or colored paper. There may be a quiet area with low lights, 

headphones, and comfortable chairs. You may repurpose old items from storage in new ways, such as using 
an old overhead projector to display a summary of key ideas each day. This resource can become part of the 
work space that learners may choose to support their learning.

Try it! Craft a new learning space and offer learners the option to use this space as they need during their 
learning. Learners can begin to notice how different tools, materials, and resources support their learning.

Ask yourself:
• How can I offer an area in my learning environment where learners have a choice of tools, materials 

and resources?
• In what ways do I reflect with learners about the use of these resources in their learning?

Integrate digital resources and materials
Digital resources offer flexibility that traditional print materials do not. Digital text can have 
features that are essential for some learners, but are also good for all learners, such as:

• read-aloud capacity using text-to-speech tools, 
• flexibility in the display of content (color, contrast, size),
• built-in supports like dictionaries, highlighting, and in-line note taking,
• open and closed captions,
• audio descriptions for video,
• image descriptions.

Try it! Take one resource from an upcoming lesson and make an accessible digital version available. Share 
some of the possible features and then reflect with learners about how any of the digital options supported 
their learning.

Ask yourself:
• How can I increase the availability of digital options for my resources and materials?
• In what ways do I provide accessible resources and materials for all learners?

Highlight the learning processes in the environment
Frequent, formative feedback is important for learning. The learning environment can highlight 
the learning process, not just the end result. Posting the different stages of a project can help 
learners see the value of the process towards achieving a final product.

Try it! Think about ways you can highlight and showcase work that represents the learning process for one 
of the concepts you’re working on with learners. For example, post learner work that shows the progress of 
crafting an essay, the process of solving a complex math problem, or the construction of a poster.

Ask yourself:
• How is the learning process made accessible and visible in my learning environment?
• What are flexible ways I can encourage learners to share their learning process?

http://aem.cast.org/creating/best-practices-educators-instructors.html
http://www.sec-ed.co.uk/best-practice/teaching-strategies-to-create-growth-mindsets
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Ensure access to target goals in the learning environment
When the learning goal is clear and accessible in multiple places in the learning environment, 
educators and learners can make purposeful choices about the options available and the use of 
those options.

Try it! Offer at least two ways for learners to access the target learning goal in the environment. For example, 
you may state the goal verbally, write it, discuss it as a group, and highlight goals on all handouts. Having 
goals accessible in the environment improves the likelihood that learners can frequently reference the goal 
and work purposefully towards it.

Ask yourself:
• In what ways do I represent learning goals in my environment?
• How might I encourage learners to frequently refer to the learning goal?

Additional Resources
• Designing Inclusive Learning Environments: What Do Blind Students Need?
• Considering Learning Spaces: How Do We Design Inclusive Classrooms?
• Faculty Interview: Jon Mundorf, University of Florida - Design Considerations from the Universal 

Design for Learning Perspective
• Learning Environment Digital Resource Roundup

https://www.kennedykrieger.org/professional-training/training-disciplines/special-education-fellowship/linking-research-classrooms-blog/what-do-blind-students-need
https://www.kennedykrieger.org/professional-training/training-disciplines/special-education-fellowship/linking-research-classrooms-blog/considering-learning-spaces-how-do-we-design-inclusive-classrooms
https://www.kennedykrieger.org/professional-training/training-disciplines/special-education-fellowship/linking-research-classrooms-blog/faculty-interview-jon-mundorf
https://www.kennedykrieger.org/professional-training/training-disciplines/special-education-fellowship/linking-research-classrooms-blog/faculty-interview-jon-mundorf
https://www.kennedykrieger.org/professional-training/training-disciplines/special-education-fellowship/linking-research-classrooms-blog/learning-environment-digital-resource-round-up
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Top 10 UDL Tips for Developing Learning Goals
  
Learning goals are the foundation of any effective curriculum. Only by clarifying what we want learners to accomplish 
can we begin to consider what assessments, methods, and materials will be most effective.  

Here are 10 tips about learning goals from a UDL perspective: 

1.	 Convey clear goals that everyone can understand  

Standards- and curricular-based goals are often written using language that is difficult to understand and
  
unpack. Rewrite and clarify what you want your learners to achieve.  


Ask yourself: 

•	 Do my learners know what the goal means?
   
•	 Are my learners able to visualize and/or describe the desired outcome in their own words or in their own 

ways?   

2.	 Share goals in multiple ways  

Sharing the intended goal in many formats ensures learners continue to know what they are working toward. For  
example, you may state the goal out loud, have it posted virtually or physically so that everyone has access to it, 
include it on a handout or printable, or ask learners to record or restate the goal in their own words.  

Ask yourself: 
•	 What options do my learners have to perceive the goal?  
• Do all of my learners know where to find the goals we’re working toward?  	 

3.	 Align goals with standards  

Standards articulate what the educational community values and can be flexible enough for teachers to
  
incorporate options for how their students may go about attaining them.  


Ask yourself: 

•	 How are my goals connected to the standards or established programs of study?   
•	 Have I ensured the standards will be achievable in my learning environment through the selected
  

assessments, materials, and methods? 
 
•	 Are my learners aware of the standards and how they connect to the learning experiences?  

4.	 Differentiate outcomes from means  

Separating the goal from the means of attaining the goal allows for flexibility in achieving the goal. It can also
  
help pinpoint assessment issues when measuring goals.
  

Ask yourself: 

•	 How have I offered flexibility in how my learners can demonstrate mastery of the intended goal?
   
•	 What barriers are removed by offering some flexibility in the means?
  
•	 For means- or process-oriented goals, am I providing flexibility in other areas such as topic choice or choice  

of assistive tools?  

5.	 Divide large goals into sub-goals or objectives  

Breaking larger, long-term goals into smaller short-term goals can make the process feel obtainable. It also
  
allows opportunities to celebrate milestones in achieving long-term goals. 


Ask yourself: 

•	 Are the goals manageable for the time period allocated?
   
• Have I provided learners with opportunities to create their own milestones in attaining long-term goals?
 	  

http://udltheorypractice.cast.org/reading?4&loc=chapter5.xml_l1970049
http://udltheorypractice.cast.org/reading?4&loc=chapter5.xml_l1970049


  

6. Consider the process as well as the end product  

The process of learning can be just as valuable as the end result, and newer standards like the  Common Core
  
State Standards and the  Next Generation Science Standards explicitly call out process-oriented goals.
  

Ask yourself: 

• In what ways does my goal encourage focus on the learning skills and processes, as well as the content?  
• Do my assessments emphasize process and skill knowledge as well as content knowledge?  

7. Provide models and examples of excellence  

Offering examples of what attainment of a goal can “look like” (or “sound like” or “feel like”) gives learners a
  
model of what to work toward. 
 

Ask yourself: 

• Are there are opportunities for learners to know what constitutes excellence?
  
• Have I included models and examples in my rubric for assessment?
    

8. Prepare your assessment with your goals in mind  

Aligning assessments to your goal or goals ensures that your assessments are measuring what you’ve intended  
them to measure. Make sure you’re aware of and attempt to eliminate construct-irrelevant elements within your  
assessments.  

Ask yourself: 
• Does my assessment align with what I want my students to know?  
• What barriers are there in my assessment that may impact students showing what they know?   

9. Include opportunities for personal connections to learning goals  

Affective goals, such as developing enthusiasm for learning and an ability to self-regulate, are also important for
  
learners to engage in the learning experience.
  

Ask yourself: 

• In what ways does my goal allow for learners to personally relate and engage to this goal?
  
• Have I provided opportunities for learners to articulate their own personal learning goals?
  

10. Make time for reflection  

We’re busy and always have a lot of curricular ground to cover in our learning environments. It’s important to  
pause and save some time to reflect on our goals and how our learning experiences and assessments have  
supported our learners in attaining those goals.  

Ask yourself: 
• Have I given my learners opportunities to reflect on the learning experiences and goals?  
• Did I notice any barriers to attaining the goals in my assessments, materials or methods?  
• What changes would I make to my goals if I were to do this again?  
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http://www.corestandards.org/
http://www.nextgenscience.org/next-generation-science-standards


  

 

 

 
 

 

 

Additional resources around UDL and goals: 

•	 Understand the neuroscience that supports setting clear learning goals (Source: Teaching Every Student in 
the Digital Age by David H. Rose, Anne Meyer, Nicole Strangman and Gabrielle Rappolt). 

•	 Define learning goals that promote high expectations for all learners (Source: UDL Quick Tips from the 
ACCESS Project at Colorado State University). 

•	 Align your learning goals with appropriate standards by asking key questions based on the UDL Guidelines 
(Source: New York City Department of Education) 

•	 Focus on the “what” rather than the “how” to reduce learning barriers (Source: Maryland Learning Links). 
•	 Enhance learning with goals that are S.M.A.R.T. (Source: Rider University, Lawrenceville, NJ). 
•	 Design flexible learning goals that proactively plan for learner variability (Source: UDL-IRN Critical Elements). 
•	 Engage learners by offering choice (Source: Universal Design for Learning in British Columbia, page 9). 
•	 Communicate learning goals in multiple ways to enrich how learners understand and express them (Source: 

CAST UDL-Guidelines Examples). 
•	 Build scaffolding strategies to reduce or remove learning barriers (Source: Goalbook). 
•	 Establish learning goals that allow authentic assessment of every learner’s progress (Source: UDL-IRN 

Instructional Planning Process). 
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http://www.ascd.org/publications/books/101042/chapters/Using-UDL-to-Set-Clear-Goals.aspx
http://accessproject.colostate.edu/udl/documents/udl_quick_tips.pdf
http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/7276C57A-AD49-4C87-B080-4B02557D3410/0/OptionOneQuestionstoguideourthinkingwhencreatinguniversallydesignedcurriculum.pdf
http://marylandlearninglinks.org/1023
http://www.rider.edu/files/PhaseII_SMART_Goals.pdf
http://udl-irn.org/critical-elements/
http://www.setbc.org/Download/LearningCentre/Access/bcudl_review6_small.pdf
https://sites.google.com/site/udlguidelinesexamples/home/multiple-means-of-engagement/provide-options-for-sustaining-effort-and-persistence/heighten-salience-of-goals-and-objectives
https://goalbookapp.com/toolkit/strategies
http://udl-irn.org/instructional-process
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Top 5 UDL Tips  
for Reducing Stereotype Threat

How can educators create welcoming social and emotional climates that improve learning opportunities for 
each one of our learners? Reduce or eliminate stereotype threat to encourage everyone to participate!

Stereotype threat is the feeling that you might confirm a negative stereotype about a group to which you 
belong. That feeling can have a negative impact on performance. These tips are based on solid, replicated 
research that has shown significant promise in improving the social and emotional climate in learning 
environments. Use the Ask Yourself questions to think about these tips using the UDL framework.

Provide mastery-oriented feedback
Mastery-oriented feedback emphasizes effort rather than perceived innate abilities, according 
to Carol Dweck’s research. This can reduce stereotype threat by focusing on the process all 
learners can take to achieve the learning goal.

Try it! Emphasize strategies and persistence rather than intelligence. For example, give feedback such as, 
“I see you used the strategy we talked about. Your work has paid off.” Avoid praise feedback like, “you’re so 
smart!”

Ask yourself:
• Does my feedback support growth and persistence?
• Am I sharing examples of strategies that lead to success?

Implement self-affirmation practices
Self-affirmation activities help learners recognize their individual strengths and interests, and have 
a significant impact on student achievment. Studies show that a brief self-affirmation exercise 
can reduce the racial achievement gap by up to 40%, and the effects can persist for months.

Try it! Start the day with an opportunity to reflect on individual values, ideas, and beliefs. This could be a 
writing prompt as simple as “Something I value a lot is…” or “I think a strength of mine is…” Find some great 
games for teaching affirmation to teens on the LiveStrong website.

Ask yourself:
• What opportunities am I creating for learners to recall feeling confident?
• How can I help learners focus on what they believe they are good at?

http://www.reducingstereotypethreat.org/definition.html
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-secret-to-raising-smart-kids1/
https://ed.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/self_defense.pdf
http://www.livestrong.com/article/1008538-games-teaching-affirmation-teens/
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Foster emotional awareness
Encourage learners to recognize and identify their moods and understand that moods can be 
used productively or can be changed. This can reduce stereotype threat by helping learners see 
emotions as individual and related to changing contexts, rather than innate and unchangeable.

Try it! Help learners capture their changing moods by using tools such as the Yale Center on Emotional 
Intelligence Mood Meter.

Ask yourself:
• How might learners’ moods be a barrier? How might they be an opportunity?
• What opportunities am I creating for learners to recognize, label, and identify the cause of  their 

emotions? How can I help learners use this knowledge to make a plan to maximize learning?

Reframe tasks
Increase learner effort and engagement by both affirming that tasks are fairly designed and 
providing assurance  that performance is not equivalent to intelligence or ability.

Try it! When setting a task for a class, try, “What we’re doing today is challenging, but I’ve worked hard to 
make sure everyone can be successful.”

Ask yourself:
• Am I assuring learners that tasks are designed in a fair and unbiased way?
• Do I regularly clarify that intelligence and performance are not the same?

Support positive, productive peer-to-peer interactions
Support peer interactions by building  learners’ skills in contributing and listening to all members 
of the group. This can reduce stereotype threat by helping to build a classroom community where 
all learners recognize individual strengths and support each other to achieve the learning goals.

Try it! When a learner has contributed a thought to the group, have that learner wait 60 seconds before 
contributing again. This provides others with time to share and gives active contributors the opportunity to 
listen and learn from others. Watch a video that has great examples of how to develop positive peer-to-peer 
interactions.

Ask yourself:
• How can I make sure all learners see themselves as unique individuals with important perspectives to 

contribute to group thinking?
• How can I empower learners to use mood reappraisal, self-affirmation, and feedback themselves in 

order to reduce the impact of stereotype threat and enhance learning?

http://ei.yale.edu/mood-meter-app/
http://ei.yale.edu/mood-meter-app/
https://youtu.be/kZxNldBEU6o
https://youtu.be/kZxNldBEU6o
http://www.psychologyinaction.org/2014/02/17/psychological-skills-changing-your-emotions-an-intro-to-cognitive-reappraisal/
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Additional Resources

Read
• To learn more about stereotype threat and the research around it, visit Reducing Stereotype Threat.
• In his Edutopia blog post, “Educate to Liberate: Build an Anti-Racist Classroom,” humanities teacher 

Joshua Block discusses five ways to build a safe, respectful environment to support and empower all 
learners.

• New research shows that the self-affirmation exercise described in this module has positive benefits 
for everyone in a class. Read more about it in “Shielding a few students from stereotypes benefits 
everyone’s grades.”

• Read about The Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence’s recent research on the impact of teaching 
social and emotional intelligence skills in “Emotions Matter.”

Watch
• In “What is Stereotype Threat?” YouTube author Conjecture provides a quick, engaging overview of 

stereotype threat, associated research, and examples of its impact.
• In “How Stereotype Affect Us and What We Can Do: An Introduction to Stereotype Threat,” Facing 

History and Ourselves presents Jonathan Lykes and Researcher Claude Steele in an overview of 
stereotype threat.

Discover
• Take a short survey and discover your own mindset at Test Your Mindset.
• Get some strategies for how to change your, and your students’, mindset at How can you change 

from a fixed mindset to a growth mindset?
• Check out the Social and Emotional Learning Group on Edutopia for resources and discussion on 

how to support students to develop skills.
• Explore how Universal Design for Learning can enhance social learning and ensure that all students 

can learn from one another, from UDL on Campus.

Funding for this research provided by the Discovery Research in K12 program at the National Science 

Foundation (#1313713). Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed 

in these materials are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National 

Science Foundation.

http://reducingstereotypethreat.org/
http://www.edutopia.org/blog/build-an-anti-racist-classroom-joshua-block
http://news.stanford.edu/news/2016/january/classroom-stereotype-intervention-012516.html
http://news.stanford.edu/news/2016/january/classroom-stereotype-intervention-012516.html
http://eiyale.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/YaleCenter_EmotionsMatter.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iOLdxZC3Yp8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KvLj3OIQHuE/
http://mindsetonline.com/testyourmindset/step1.php
http://mindsetonline.com/changeyourmindset/firststeps/index.html
http://mindsetonline.com/changeyourmindset/firststeps/index.html
http://www.edutopia.org/social-emotional-learning
http://udloncampus.cast.org/page/teach_social



