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Abstract

Data show that the university student population is increasingly more 

diverse than in the past. Certainly, the conventional college student 

profile has evolved with approximately three out of every four students 

now falling into groups previously deemed nontraditional, including 

adult learners and first-generation students and students who identify 

as disabled and/or neurodivergent. Emerging throughout this shift in 

the university student population is a need to address university fac-

ulty uncertainty around how to support diverse and/or disabled learners. 

Despite the barriers to learning faced during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

there also arose the recognition by some U.S. faculty and staff that 

expanded college access provided as necessity, such as the use of edu-

cational technology and hybrid learning, supported access for a new and 

expanded population of students. As a result, university faculty and staff 

are uniquely open to frameworks guiding implementation of inclusive 

practices and pedagogy, such as Universal Design for Learning (UDL). 

Findings from the study nuance the conversations on implementation 

of UDL at the postsecondary level; particularly, the findings show that 

while professional development and support can assist faculty in under-

standing and implementing UDL, there is still resistance to widespread 
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implementation. This work provides a roadmap to other institutions who 

wish to implement UDL and explores specific barriers—and potential 

solutions—to the strategic implementation of UDL.

Keywords: faculty development, universal design for learning, inclusive 

practices and pedagogies

Data show that the university student population is increasingly more 

diverse than in the past. Certainly, the conventional college student 

profile has evolved with approximately three out of every four students 

now falling into groups previously deemed nontraditional, includ-

ing adult learners and first-generation students (Riddell, 2017) and 

students who identify as disabled and/or neurodivergent (Kuder et al., 

2021). The pivot to online and remote learning ushered in the neces-

sary use of educational technology, which supported access for a more 

diverse population of students. As a result, university faculty and staff 

are uniquely open to frameworks guiding implementation of inclusive 

practices and pedagogy, such as Universal Design for Learning (UDL). 

The purpose of this study is to explore the perspectives of university 

faculty implementing UDL in their courses to meet the needs of the 

increasingly diverse student population. To explore this question, the 

research team designed a year-long mixed methods study that included 

interviews and surveys with a small group (n = 10) faculty in the human-

ities and social sciences fields. We will delve into the research design 

after an overview of the genesis of the UDL framework.

Universal Design for Learning

In the 1990s, Anne Meyer and David Rose introduced UDL, a frame-

work that connects theory with practice to reduce barriers to learn-

ing. Through a UDL framework, learning environments are designed 

to anticipate students’ diverse backgrounds (Meyer et al., 2014). 

Universal design is endorsed under the Higher Education Opportunity 
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Act (2008) to provide flexible learning, reduce barriers to instruction, 

and provide accommodations and support for a diverse student body. 

The National Education Technology Plan of 2016 further asserts the 

importance of higher education institutions adopting UDL as a frame-

work to ensure accessibility to learning resources and experiences. 

Through implementation of the UDL framework faculty and staff can 

support students identifying as disabled and/or neurodivergent while 

also supporting students from other groups historically limited from 

higher education (e.g., see Fritzgerald, 2020). Homing in on disabil-

ity, researchers report up to 96% of university classrooms now include 

disabled students (Los Santos et al., 2019).

Theoretical Framework

To frame the study, we draw on the idea of convergence research 

(National Science Foundation, 2019). Convergence research is identi-

fied by two principal characteristics: the study is driven by a focused 

and pressing problem, and the research is conducted by interdiscipli-

nary research teams. To that end, this research addresses the compel-

ling problem of the need for universities to offer more inclusive and 

innovative learning environments and is carried out by faculty from 

different disciplines across a university.

The university student population is increasingly more diverse than 

in the past. Approximately 75% of students now fall into one or more 

groups previously deemed nontraditional, including adult learners and 

first-generation students (Riddell, 2017) and students who identify as 

disabled and/or neurodivergent (Kuder et al., 2021). Unfortunately, the 

state of New Jersey ranks among the worst for inclusion and among the 

three states with the highest segregated school placements (National 

Council on Disability, 2018). As an innovative state institution commit-

ted to diversity, equity, and inclusion, there is now a need to build faculty 

capacity for relevant and inclusive pedagogies, especially given how 

remote practices have recast the approach to teaching and learning.
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Concurrently, there is a need to address university faculty uncer-

tainty around how to support diverse learners and implement relevant 

and inclusive practices such as UDL (Hromalik et al., 2019). The UDL 

framework suggests that students with an array of needs can be sup-

ported through broad practices that may not be attuned to the com-

plexity and diversity of individual needs but rather the shifting needs 

of a more diverse student body (Kohler-Evans et al., 2019).

Propelling university access for students with invisible disabilities, 

the neurodiversity movement has redefined neurocognitive diversity 

such as autism, ADHD, and dyslexia through a strength-based lens (see 

Kapp, 2020; Walker, 2021), simultaneously establishing an urgency for 

university faculty and staff to be skilled in delivering inclusive peda-

gogy and practices (Kuder et al., 2021). The continuous increase of stu-

dents identifying as disabled and/or neurodivergent attending college 

also aligns with a call for universities to expand their diversity, equity, 

and inclusion initiatives to include disability as diversity and to recog-

nize disability culture in and out of the classroom (Dwyer et al., 2023).

Emerging throughout this shift in the university student popula-

tion is a need to address university faculty uncertainty around how to 

support diverse and/or disabled learners (e.g., Dipeolu et al., 2015; 

Francis et al., 2019; Gokool-Baurhoo & Asghar, 2019). Despite the bar-

riers to learning faced during the COVID-19 pandemic, some faculty 

and staff began to recognize that expanded college access provided 

as necessity, such as the use of educational technology and hybrid 

learning, supported access for a new and an expanded population of 

students (Kendall et al., 2020). As a result, university faculty and staff 

are uniquely open to frameworks guiding implementation of inclusive 

practices and pedagogy.

Recognizing the need for a framework to promote university inclu-

sion for students identifying as disabled and/or neurodivergent as 

well as students with other nontraditional and intersectional diverse 

identities, in addition to faculty openness to universal frameworks, 

we developed a train-the-trainer model for faculty and staff profes-

sional development around UDL on our university campus. Given our 
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university commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion, this study is 

timely and fills a need for faculty who wish to adopt a UDL framework 

in their teaching. Throughout this article we use the terms disabled 
student and students identifying as disabled and/or neurodivergent to 

show acceptance of the preference of many members of the disability 

community for identity-first language and to honor disability and neu-

rodiversity as cultural identities.

Professional Learning Community

Some extant research (Tobin & Behling, 2018; Xie & Rice, 2021) 

explores the ways in which professional learning communities at the 

postsecondary level take up UDL. For example, Xie and Rice (2021) 

found that when university instructors explore UDL as a community 

through professional development workshops, instructors are more 

likely to make investments in their teaching practices that reflect UDL 

principles. Specifically, their research suggests that a learning commu-

nity can help promote faculty investment in UDL principles.

Other research (Tobin & Behling, 2018) asserts the importance of 

a group of faculty committed to implementing UDL as a way to scale 

up institutional implementation. Almost 20 years ago, for example, the 

University of Massachusetts Boston partnered with a nearby community 

college with the aim of redesigning their courses with a UDL framework 

to support students, many of whom were considered nontraditional. 

While this work was initially grant supported, it was implemented by 

faculty members who were committed to creating accessible courses 

for students. Data collected by the community college showed a desire 

by faculty members to adopt UDL, and a UDL support position was 

created by the college. This position is held by a faculty member who is 

given course release to support ongoing UDL implementation efforts.

Similarly, our project implemented a UDL professional develop-

ment learning community as a framework to minimize barriers in learn-

ing environments and to train faculty in designing university course 

curriculum. The learning community began with a core team of faculty 
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and staff spanning across a college of education, a college of humani-

ties and social sciences, and the university library system. Extant lit-

erature discusses the four levels of UDL implementation in higher 

education (Moore et al., 2018); however, this project takes up imple-

mentation through a professional learning community that transcends 

a college of education, thereby contributing to and nuancing what we 

know about implementing UDL at the postsecondary level.

Methodology

While research demonstrates the impact of UDL on the outcomes of 

a diverse student population at the P–12 level, the postsecondary 

level lags in both implementation and research. The obstacle for the 

widespread adoption of UDL at the postsecondary level is providing 

faculty with the expertise they need to design syllabi, course activi-

ties, and assessments that align with the UDL framework. The present 

study fills this need through a professional development UDL train-

the-trainers model to explore the following research question: What 
are the perspectives/lessons learned of faculty who implement a UDL 
framework in their teaching practices?

A sequential mixed methods approach of non-experimental sur-

vey and follow-up semi-structured interview was employed to elicit 

faculty/staff perspectives and around engaging in UDL professional 

development and implementation. Faculty researchers also analyzed 

anecdotal notes from meetings with trainers across the academic year. 

Through a mixed methods approach, data obtained from both surveys 

and interviews were analyzed for consistencies and/or contradictions 

within responses. There were 13 faculty trainers (n = 13) in the study; 

10 of those faculty trainers consented to participate in the study of 

their experiences. Faculty participants’ pseudonyms and content area 

are listed in Table 1.

A train-the-trainers model was selected to create a sustainable 

structure and to build a critical mass of faculty across the university 
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to continue this UDL initiative beyond the present research study. 

Faculty became UDL “trainers” by engaging in three UDL professional 

development modules, redeveloping syllabi with a focus on UDL, and 

participating in one-on-one individualized professional development 

sessions during the fall semester. The three professional development 

modules included an introduction to UDL, syllabus development and 

flexible course policies, and flexible assignments and activities. During 

the spring semester, the trainers then shared what they had learned 

with peers in their departments.

Data Sources

The study collected data from a variety of sources across the entire 

academic year. Faculty perspectives and experiences were gathered 

through pre/post professional development surveys and individual 

interviews after the fall semester. The faculty survey consisted of a 

total of 52 questions, including 10 demographic items (position, years 

of teaching experience, college, department/division, class level, class 

size, age, gender, race, and number of students with disability). For the 

survey, we administered the Inclusive Teaching Strategies Inventory 

(ITSI) to all participants at the end of the fall semester. The ITSI is a 

Table 1. Faculty Participants

Pseudonym Content area

Lindsey Political Science

Colleen Political Science

Cassandra English

Robert English

Stacy History

Sheldon History

Jasmine Anthropology

Michelle Sociology

Melissa World Religions

Anthony Philosophy



Brianne W. Morettini et al.

To Improve the Academy • Vol. 44, No. 1 • Winter 2025

78

reliable and validated instrument measuring faculty knowledge, expe-

rience, and understanding of disability-related knowledge and laws, 

as well as inclusive instructional practices, accommodations, accessi-

ble course materials, course modifications, inclusive lecture strategies, 

inclusive classrooms, inclusive assessments, and disability laws and 

concepts (see Dallas et al., 2014; Lombardi & Murray, 2011; Lombardi, 

Murray, & Gerdes, 2011; Lombardi, Vukovic, & Sala-Bars, 2015). The 

ITSI scale was a Likert-scale, ranging from 1–6 (1 = strongly disagree, 

2 = disagree, 3 = somewhat disagree, 4 = somewhat agree, 5 = agree, 

and 6 = strongly agree). This range allowed for nuanced data with 

respect to faculty perspectives on UDL. The results of the ITSI were 

used to identify areas where additional training and support were 

needed and to guide interview planning.

Individual interviews of faculty (n = 10) were conducted at the end 

of the fall semester. Building on findings from the initial survey results 

and one-on-one meetings with faculty, the interview questions probed 

faculty reflections and perspectives implementing UDL principles and 

(1) course content, (2) instructional practices, (3) interactions with stu-

dents, and (4) interactions among students. We also collected survey 

data from participants at the end of the spring semester to assess the 

efficacy of the project and to plan next steps in wider-scale UDL imple-

mentation at the university. The triangulation of ITSI, interview, and sur-

vey data shed light on how the implementation of a UDL framework at 

the postsecondary level affects faculty development and provided per-

spectives on how to meet the needs of a diverse student population.

Analysis & Results

Inclusive Teaching Strategies Inventory (ITSI)

We conducted descriptive statistical analysis to summarize faculty 

responses to the ITSI. The results are presented in Table 2. The findings 

indicate an increase in positive attitudes and actions toward diversity 
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and inclusion following UDL professional development. These results 

suggest that the training program was effective in promoting a more 

inclusive campus environment, yet the results also indicate that even 

with faculty who express interest in implementing UDL, the process is 

not linear nor easy to achieve. For example, the survey asked faculty to 

respond to the prompt, “I believe I am confident in my understanding 

of universal design.” In the pre-test survey, two-thirds of respondents 

either agreed or somewhat agreed with the statement. In the post-test 

survey, however, 100% of the respondents agreed that to some extent 

they felt confident in their understanding of universal design. This find-

ing is not surprising, since the project focused on providing faculty with 

professional development on UDL; however, given the resistance to 

aspects of UDL shared in interviews and one-on-one meetings, particu-

larly flexible deadlines, we were happy to see that faculty did at least 

report greater confidence in their initial understandings of UDL. We take 

this as a positive step for supporting more wide-scale implementation 

at our institution and use the ITSI data to inform our interview protocol.

In addition, on whether respondents allow for flexibility in submit-

ting assignments electronically, in the post-test survey, all respond-

ents indicated that they allow that flexibility for students. Similarly, all 

respondents in the post-test survey indicated that they provide “an 

outline/agenda of the topics to be covered” to students most of the 
time or always.

Table 2. Findings From ITSI Survey

ITSI Pre mean (SD) Post mean (SD)

Attitudes subscale

Accommodations 4.92 (1.38) 4.79 (1.60)

Disability law and concepts 4.06 (0.86) 4.52 (0.56)

Accessible course materials 5.05 (0.91) 5.00 (0.73)

Inclusive assessment 5.04 (0.91) 3.34 (0.86)

Actions subscale

Inclusive classroom 3.31 (0.26) 3.27 (0.27)

Inclusive lecture strategies  3.00 (0.42) 3.15 (0.29)

Course modifications 3.45 (0.58) 3.29 (0.48)
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1.	 In both surveys, about 85% of respondents acknowledged that they 

sometimes use interactive technology to facilitate class communi-

cation and participation (e.g., discussion boards). Approximately 

90% of respondents indicated that they present course information 

in multiple formats (e.g., lecture, text, graphics, audio, video, and 

hands-on exercises). In response to the question of creating multi-

ple opportunities for engagement, about 90% of the faculty in both 

schools replied that they always create multiple means of engage-

ment. This indicates that faculty are not recognizing the importance 

of incorporating technology. However, faculty are aware of the varied 

teaching methods that enhance student learning and engagement.

Interview Data

Along with the survey, we interviewed faculty at the end of the fall 

semester following the initial phase of their UDL training. Interview 

data reveal more of the anecdotal experience of faculty and help the 

researchers sketch trends in the data. All three researchers read the 

entire corpus of interview data independently. Interview data were 

then coded in two rounds. The researchers coded independently for 

the first round of analysis and used descriptive coding, considering our 

four a priori topics of content, instructional practices, instructor-student 

interactions, and student-student interactions. After the first round of 

independent coding, we came together and discussed the codes we 

developed from the interviews. From there we identified 15 codes that 

captured what we were seeing emerge in the interview data.

Therefore, in the second round of analysis, we engaged in focused 

coding.

We merged the 15 codes into three overarching themes: intention 

and transparency, humanizing practices, and reflection and growth. 

Interestingly, each overarching theme comprised affirming codes as 

well as codes of counterexamples, which suggests a continuum of 

expertise and buy-in from faculty participants. During the second 

phase of coding, we realized that some of the codes fell into more 
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than one theme, thus we developed overlapping circles (see Figure 1) 

that represent the convergence of themes and codes. Each of these 

themes, along with examples and counterexamples from the data, is 

described next.

Intention and Transparency

We categorized five codes into the theme of intention and transpar-

ency: open environment, intentional feedback, clear communication 

with students, transparent tasks, and a counterexample of lack of indi-

vidual agency. The theme of intention and transparency is illustrated in 

the following qualitative data from interviews.

Figure 1. Overlap of Themes
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Cassandra, a professor of English, expressed building a relation-

ship of transparency with her students that also included meeting stu-

dents where they are. For example,

I’m also, for not so great reasons, pretty attuned to watching students 

and looking for responses and reactions and stuff like that. And I can 

kind of tell when, you know, they’re probably haven’t read or they’re 

having a bad day. I don’t press on those things, though. I don’t call 

them out. I don’t humiliate them. I don’t. I just sometimes I’ll ask, 

I’m like, who did the reading for today? And if the numbers are low 

enough, I said, do we need a reading day? For the most part, I just try 

to make space for where students are at.

Colleen, a political science professor, also spoke about being inten-

tional with feedback and supporting students to revise and resubmit 

their work:

So I use Google documents for their assignments. And so if a student, 

you know, incorrectly interprets like a regression table, for example, I 

will put the correct response in their comment and I’ll say, look, this 

is like how I want you to do this for these particular things. And then 

they’ll have an opportunity to revise and resubmit and it’s not extra 

work for them, it’s built into the syllabus. So they’re never giving me 

something only once.

Michelle, a sociology professor, described her use of technology 

tools to maintain clear and proactive student communication. In a dis-

cussion about communicating expectations to students, she shared:

So it’s always been a part of the way I teach. Communicating from the 

very beginning. We go over the syllabus in the very beginning. I love 

the idea of the live syllabus because there again, as things happen 

and you move through the semester, things might change. If I need 

to spend more time on a topic, so with a live syllabus, I like the idea of 
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communicating right away if something needs to change if we’re going. 

So I’m always communicating week to week what the expectations are 

for each week that we go. And it’s usually, and it’s based on the syllabus.

Despite these affirming data, the lack of agency for implementing 

UDL also emerged through faculty-shared perspectives. For exam-

ple, Stacy, a history professor, noted the discipline of history as being 

reading dependent as a reason not to disrupt traditional practices 

with UDL:

I’m in the history department; historians like reading. A major part of 

the disciplinary practice of history is reading documents, reading sec-

ondary source materials and analyzing them. And so it’s not something 

that I, in part because it’s a textbook, it doesn’t have accompanying vid-

eos or, you know, a podcast or an audio book or whatever. So partially 

it’s the fact that I had chosen this textbook a long time ago, but partially 

it’s also that the disciplinary convention is so focused around reading, 

it’s very difficult to figure out how to do some alternative things.

Likewise, Anthony, a philosophy professor, shared:

I mean, this is not a course where it would be easy to do a lot of expres-

sive kinds of creative things for students. So it’s focused on achieving a 

certain kind of result. I do think there could be some things like having 

students write up a list of sort of hints as to how you do a certain kind 

of proof, things like that. I’ve had students do those things in the past. 

They’re always problematic though, because it’s not as simple as those 

things would represent it to be. And so it may end up requiring a lot 

of discussion and explanation and everything else. And so I have not 

found anything like that that works particularly well.

Collectively, these data suggest that this project supported faculty 

efforts toward intentional teaching and transparency with students, 

which aligns with UDL. Interestingly, we did identify counterexamples 
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in the data that suggest some faculty maintain a lack of individual 

agency when it comes to UDL implementation.

Humanizing Practices

For the theme of humanizing practices, we identified five codes: flex-

ible classroom activities and assignments, flexible grading and alterna-

tive assessments, accessible course readings and materials, openness 

to divergent note-taking methods, and the counterexample of the 

pervasiveness of traditional instructional practices. Examples of these 

data are discussed below. Cassandra shared:

Again, my effort is to humanize the classroom and what are our human 

needs. I don’t make any assumptions about maybe you just need to quiet. 

Maybe you’ve had a bad day. I don’t know what’s been going on. So I 

don’t make any assumptions. And actually, sometimes I’ll just ask them, 

do we wanna work in groups today or do we wanna keep it a whole 

classroom experience? And they’ll let me know. And I’m fine with that.

When asked about instructional practices, Sheldon, a professor of 

history, shared his efforts to increase both flexibility and accessibility 

for his students in relation to flexible grading of assessments:

One of the things I’ve tried to do is construct a wide range of assess-

ments that would allow kind of flexibility, allow students to approach 

things in a lot of different ways. I mean, they’re very sort of open-

ended assessments. Although there are deadlines for the assignments, 

it’s also been one of those things that they’re quite loose deadlines. So 

it’s been my hope that, and they have flexibility in terms of the number 

of assignments that they need to submit.

Cassandra shared her experiences with flexible assignment grading 

as well:
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A couple of semesters ago, I did some research into UDL. And so in 

assessment, one of the things that I look for is improvement rather 

than perfection. I look at holistically what their assignments and the 

general trends in their performance has been. And that’s what I use 

to base their entire grade. I don’t make one assignment worth 70% 

of their grade ever. All the grades are equally including participation. 

Everything is now equal. So there’s no, you really have to try hard to 

fail my class.

Similarly, Stacy shared her experiences with flexible grading:

I’m also using specifications grading so students can pick and choose 

based on which grade they want to earn in the class, which assign-

ments they want to complete, which I’m hoping makes the assignment 

process a little bit more transparent and relevant to them. I will give 

them fairly extensive feedback and allow them to redo the assignment 

as many times as it takes for them to meet the specification on it and 

then get the credit for the assignment.

Faculty stressed the importance of providing accessible course materi-

als, with some instructors noting increasing their skill set in developing 

accessible course materials as a goal. For example, Jasmine, an anthro-

pology professor, shared:

I’ve been doing this, but they do get a combination of readings. I feel 

like it’s especially my field, it’s very jargoned . . . in upper level courses 

. . . I will add a few of the jargon material, but students have an assign-

ment of circling all the words that they feel are jargon they have never 

heard of, and we go over them. In the intro courses, I try to find read-

ings that do not have the jargoned terminology that would make it 

very inaccessible to anybody, to you, to anybody outside the field . . . 

and I also have assigned podcasts for a number of years and also films.

In addition, Lindsey, a professor of political science, stated:
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So this semester I had a student who was a really good note-taker . . . 

and he gave me his notes. So I liked that and I put them up and shared 

them after class was over as kind of a reinforcement and students can 

go back and they can use them now.

Related to that point, Sheldon shared:

So I’m actually very happy for students to take notes in whatever way 

that they want. I would say that some of the things that I’ve actually 

played with but have been reminded of . . . closed captioning in 

lectures or films that I use in class, recording lectures, making those 

available via Canvas. But, you know, I pretty much let my students 

know, you know . . . whatever they need to do to capture the infor-

mation in the way that’s best for them, you know, I try to accommo-

date that.

Despite all 10 faculty participants expressing a positive adoption 

of UDL principles in their university courses, when asked to provide 

course examples, many participants shared traditional college class-

room routines related to discussions, independent readings, and quiz-

zes. For example, in a discussion related to course content, Colleen 

shared:

And for that class, um, they do like basic sort of textbook readings 

and then they have a few reading quizzes. But the reading is relatively 

light and . . . and students 100% do not do the readings when there’s 

no quizzes. So we give the quizzes for when we want them to really do 

the reading.

Similarly, Stacy shared:

I do use a lot of small group work in class. Usually it’s not great, it’s just 

like let’s get into a pair or into a small group and discuss these things 

and then we’ll share it and report back and like that’s it.
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Like the previous theme of intention and transparency, the faculty 

demonstrated humanizing practices related to UDL implementation, 

yet counterexamples were identified in the interview data.

Reflection and Growth

For the theme of reflection and growth, we also identified five codes: 

acknowledges room for growth, a UDL mindset, incremental changes, 

transformation of teaching practices, and the counterexample of bar-

riers to UDL implementation, which we illustrate below with examples 

from the interview data. When asked to share thoughts about UDL, 

Robert, a professor of English, acknowledged room for growth:

I guess I just want to say that it’s like when I started the UDL journey, I 

maybe was sort of resistant a little bit. And the more I thought about 

it, the more I just thought of that. No, why not? This is just another way 

to grow as a teacher and to do things that I’ve been doing all along. I 

like how UDL says to give different students different avenues to get 

higher grades, you know? And if they’re willing to pursue those differ-

ent avenues, then why shouldn’t students all be able to earn higher 

grades?

Similarly, Sheldon acknowledged room for growth in designing class-

room activities:

You know, there are occasions where we have an in class activity like a, 

you know, a discussion or there might be an in class activity, you know, 

for example, a map quiz, or something. And, you know, I’m very happy 

to offer alternate kinds of ways of completing that but that may be one 

area where, you know, I still need to be more mindful and to build that.

Stacy also shared the perspective that there will always be room for 

growth:
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I think it’s really important work, and it’s very satisfying to, you know, to 

do this work, but on the other hand, it is a lot of work. And then sitting 

here with your questions, I’m thinking . . . there’s so many things that 

I could have done and I haven’t, and I’ve like already been working so 

hard on this. You know, the class is never going to be perfect. I realized 

that, but there’s a lot more to do. So it can feel overwhelming.

Several faculty members noted that having an open mind toward 

removing barriers to instruction is a prerequisite to implementing UDL. 

Melissa, a world religions professor, acknowledged frustration with her 

colleagues who did not share a UDL mindset:

I’m frustrated with the professors. I’m frustrated with people who, you 

know, even some of the trainers who are, you know . . . I just want to 

shake them and go, here’s how you, just listen. But whatever, that’s just 

people not having the same mindset. We can learn from that.

Similarly, Michelle expressed a desire for her colleagues to share her 

own UDL mindset:

I’m a little concerned about, you know, other professors and their 

methods of teaching. But I think if I take it just as this is my experience 

and what works for me in my classroom, I’m hoping that others will see 

that maybe just a part of their classroom can be benefited by these 

principles.

And Cassandra shared the planning of such an incremental change in 

the area of assessment:

I think I’m gonna do a midterm check-in. And so they have to have a 

certain number of assignments turned in by then, but when they turn 

them in is up to them . . . at midterm, I’ll do a big grade through. And 

then we’ll touch base and see what you need to work on for the sec-

ond half of the semester.
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The transformation of teaching practices as a result of UDL emerged 

throughout the faculty’s shared experiences of participating in the pro-

fessional learning community who implemented UDL in the college of 

humanities and social sciences. For example, Cassandra shared expe-

riences in relation to student assessment that reflected her desire to 

lean in to change:

I think if you really lean into systemic change, you have to think about 

the way the system exists in this space that you’re in. And to me, the 

movement forward means thinking about how they can get at those 

skills with different assignments instead of it being the assignment that 

I choose. . . . I wanna think of a system that I think works for me that 

offers actually even more choice and direction.

Interestingly, faculty participants were not specifically asked to share 

barriers to UDL implementation, yet the faculty wanted to share and 

consider the identification of these barriers. For example, Melissa 

shared:

I think, the biggest barrier to implementing UDL for me personally, 

institutionally, is that what I’m trying, and I understand this when other 

professors say this, that they’re worried, you know, if students have 

five courses and one of them goes easy on them with, you know, get-

ting rid of the rigid deadlines to implementing, you know, UDL style 

flexibility, that that will be the class that gets thrown away. I don’t think 

they’re wrong.

Sheldon shared that another barrier to UDL implementation is the 

resistance of faculty colleagues:

I feel like I still have a lot to learn about UDL, but also to help other 

people. I think in kind of informal discussions . . . I tend to think, where 

is the resistance? I think probably the most common thing that I’ve 

heard in discussing things informally with other people is questions 
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like lowering standards. And do we have to change deadlines? I think 

in terms of implementing UDL . . . it’s going to be kind of finding ways 

to counter some of those kinds of objections. I look around my depart-

ment . . . I can see where there’s going to be some sort of resistance to 

some of this. And that strikes me as kind of a big challenge for all of us.

Taken together, the interview data show that while faculty understand-

ings of universal design have increased, their belief that its utility and 

feasibility are related to increases in student learning still lies in the 

balance. Some possible influences on the findings are the grassroots 

efforts of this initiative. Rather than top-down from administration, it 

was a faculty-driven endeavor based on our work in the field of inclu-

sive education and practices as well as intimate knowledge of our stu-

dent population and their current needs post-pandemic.

Discussion

Overall, the results showed that the training had a positive impact on 

faculty members’ attitudes and actions toward the implementation of 

UDL. These findings suggest that further training and support could 

lead to even greater improvements in faculty members’ teaching prac-

tices. The significance of this project is how it supports the students 

enrolled in programs at our university by increasing their access to 

course content and honoring the diverse needs of today’s students. 

Perhaps the most significant takeaway from this study is the need to 

actively dismantle the myth that UDL will lower academic standards; 

in fact, UDL is a way to differentiate instruction and make content 

accessible and meaningful for the increasingly diverse college stu-

dent population. Dismantling the myth of UDL as lowering academic 

standards requires in-group buy-in, supported through scale up and 

scale out efforts such as the train-the-trainers approach used in the 

study. Furthermore, this project built on faculty expertise by systemati-

cally building inclusive learning environments and experiences at the 
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postsecondary level. This model for widespread implementation of 

UDL can be built upon by other postsecondary institutions.

This project, and the data it generated, contributes to the emerg-

ing landscape of UDL implementation at the postsecondary level. The 

themes converge around barriers to UDL implementation, which is some-

thing that other faculty could take up directly in implementation efforts 

by intentionally addressing barriers—both perceived and real—to wide-

spread UDL implementation related to arts and sciences content. This 

research adds to the literature as it details implementation efforts beyond 

a college of education and into arts and sciences disciplines. With a nod 

to extant literature (e.g., Moore et al., 2018), we scaled out our efforts as 

a way to scale up UDL implementation at our institution. Specifically, we 

built a collaborative effort between college of education faculty and arts 

and sciences faculty. So, rather than focusing on simply scaling up UDL 

implementation through a college of education, this research focuses on 

scaling out UDL implementation throughout different professional learn-

ing communities at an institution of higher education.

This project continues to have a meaningful impact on the univer-

sity through building faculty capacity to teach with relevant and inclu-

sive pedagogies that support diverse learners. In Fall 2022, the project 

primarily impacted the 15 trainers and their students, as they began to 

incorporate UDL into their classrooms; by the end of Spring 2023, over 

200 full-time and adjunct faculty had participated in some sort of UDL 

training or workshop led by the faculty trainers from their own depart-

ment, extending the reach of this initiative to many more faculty and 

their thousands of students. Although the data identified some resist-

ance and barriers, many faculty expressed excitement and enthusiasm 

about the impact of the program and shared their commitment to shar-

ing what they had learned about UDL with their departments. Despite 

concerns that some colleagues would not accept certain aspects of 

UDL, trainers almost uniformly felt that UDL had benefited their own 

pedagogy and that many other faculty would incorporate UDL into 

their teaching, ultimately making diversity, inclusion, and access cen-

tral to their approaches.
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The study also addresses the gap in the literature on UDL implemen-

tation at the postsecondary level writ large. While the influence of UDL 

training was not as significant for the faculty as we had hoped, the data 

revealed incremental change in a positive direction is possible for UDL 

implementation at the postsecondary level. There is a dearth of literature 

on this topic, particularly in arts and sciences colleges, but we hope that 

this study can help foster important and timely conversations about how 

to support diverse student populations across higher education contexts.
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