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Glossary:

Universal Design for Learning (UDL)
e A way of planning lessons and classroom activities so that all students, including those with disabilities, can
learn in flexible, supportive ways.
o Example: A teacher gives students the option to write, draw, or record a response to show what they learned
about animals.
Learner Variability
¢ The differences in how students learn, think, communicate, move, and interact. The idea that no two students
are the same, and UDL helps plan for those differences.
o Example: One student may learn best by listening, while another needs pictures and hands-on materials to
understand the same concept.
Barrier
¢ Anything that gets in the way of a student learning, participating, or showing what they know. Barriers often
come from how learning is designed, not from the student.
o Example: A worksheet with only written directions may be a barrier for a student with a reading disability.
Inclusion - Inclusive Practice
¢ Making sure all students, including those with disabilities, are active and supported members of the general
education classroom.
o Example: A student with autism works on a science project in a small group with peers, using picture
supports to contribute.
Multiple Means of Engagement
e The UDL principle focused on helping students get interested in learning and stay motivated. This includes
offering choices, making tasks relevant, and creating a safe learning environment.
o Example: A paraprofessional gives a student the choice to work with a partner or independently, helping
them stay focused and in control.
Multiple Means of Representation
e The UDL principle focused on how information is presented. This includes using visuals, simplified language, and
different ways of explaining concepts.
o Example: A teacher uses a video, a diagram, and a live demonstration to explain the water cycle.
Multiple Means of Action & Expression
e The UDL principle focused on how students show what they know. This includes giving students options for how
they respond through writing, speaking, drawing, or using tools and technology.
o Example: A student who struggles with writing uses speech-to-text to complete a short paragraph.
UDL Guidelines
e A set of strategies and checkpoints that help educators apply each of the three UDL principles (Engagement,
Representation, and Action & Expression). These guidelines offer detailed suggestions for removing barriers and
increasing access to learning.
o Example: A guideline under Representation suggests using visuals and symbols to support understanding so
a teacher uses images alongside vocabulary words when introducing a new topic.
Technology
¢ Any device, tool, or app that helps a student do something they otherwise might not be able to do. This could be
speech-to-text, communication devices, or visual timers.
o Example: A student with a language limitation uses a tablet to select words and communicate with peers.
Graphic Organizer
¢ Atool like a chart or diagram that helps students organize their thoughts or plan their work.
o Example: A student uses a Venn diagram to compare two characters from a story before writing.
Checklists and Visual Schedules
e Simple tools that show steps or routines using words or pictures. These help students stay on task and know
what to expect next.
e Example: A student uses a picture checklist to follow the steps for cleaning up their center area.
Scaffolding
e Temporary supports provided to help a student succeed. As the student gains confidence and skills, the support
is gradually reduced or removed.
o Example: At first, a paraprofessional helps a student with each step of a math problem. Over time, the
student completes the steps independently.



Universal Design for Learning Approaches for
Paraprofessionals

Introduction: Understanding the Classroom Today

Ms. Sanchez was the last to leave the classroom that day. She closed the door
to the classroom at the end of a long October day. As a dedicated
paraprofessional, she had always prided herself on her energy and passion for
assisting students and teachers alike. But lately, she felt worn out and more
than a little discouraged. She still loved supporting her students and working
in the school, but each day felt more challenging than the one before. It
wasn’t just the busy schedule she had to follow, or the additional meetings, or
the need to understand the ever-evolving curriculum and lessons. It was the
growing complexity within the classroom. There were just more students with
diverse needs, more individualized education plans and more students
needing more support and more pressure to meet all those needs well.

As she walked down the hallway towards the door to go home, she thought
about her supervising teacher and the team of specialist that worked in the
setting with her. She knew they had her and the students’ best interests at the
center of their work. They were all committed, kind, and willing to guide her in
any way they could. But Ms. Sanchez felt like she wasn’t always equipped with
the tools or direction needed, especially with so many students now requiring
specialized supports. Supporting teachers and students wasn’t new to her, but
the past few years had brought changes she couldn’t ignore. She thought
about the students, each one with their own story. Some arrived each morning
full of questions and enthusiasm, ready to tackle whatever came their way.
Others needed extra time, visual supports, clear step-by-step directions, and
gentle encouragement just to get started. Some students were learning
English, while others had significant disabilities that required careful,
consistent, and individualized instruction. Their academic skills varied, their
social-emotional needs were wide-ranging, and their engagement looked
different from day to day. Ms. Sanchez finally reached her car to go home, as
she pondered the best ways to support the teachers and specialists in her
classroom so that together, they could meet the needs of all these incredible
learners.



Today'’s classrooms are more variable than
ever. In any given room, students bring a wide
range of experiences, learning styles, cultural
backgrounds, languages, and abilities. Some
students are eager and ready to jump into a
task, while others may need time, repetition, or
different approaches to succeed. This variety,
known as learner variability, is no longer an
exception. It’s the norm. Paraprofessionals are
on the front lines of this every day. Whether
you're supporting a student who needs help
focusing, one who benefits from visual
directions, or another who communicates in
nontraditional ways, you see firsthand how
students differ and how they thrive when their
differences are understood and supported.

Learner variability, is no longer an exception.
It’s the norm.

For many years, schools were designed around the average student and
included a one-size-fits-all approach to teaching. Today, we know that no
single student learns the same way as another. When instruction and
classroom environments are not flexible, some students, especially those with
disabilities, are left without the support they need to learn effectively.This
brief was created to help paraprofessionals like you better understand how to
support learners in today’s classrooms. As student needs grow more complex,
particularly the needs of students with disabilities, educators need tools that
help them plan and teach in ways that work for everyone. One powerful
solution is the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework. This guide will
introduce you to UDL and show how, by recognizing learner variability and
reducing barriers, paraprofessionals can play a key role in making learning
more available, flexible, and appropriate for all students.

In this brief, you’ll learn how UDL can help you:
¢ Recognize and respond to student variability
¢ Understand and reduce common learning barriers
e Support more flexible and supportive learning environments



As a paraprofessional, you are a key part of helping students succeed. With
a better understanding of learner variability and how to plan for it, you'll be
better equipped to support every student in your classroom.

Consider this...

How can we design classrooms
so that all students can
succeed from the start, not
after they begin to struggle?

Introduction of the UDL Framework

As we have discussed, no two students in your classroom may learn the same
way. Some need extra help starting a task. Others need to hear or see
something more than once. Some work best when they can talk things
through, while others prefer to draw or use a device to share their thoughts.
This is what makes today’s classrooms both exciting and challenging.

Every student is different. These differences, often called learner variability,
can include how students think, how they move, how they feel, and how they
communicate. For students with disabilities, this variability often means they
need specific support to succeed. That’'s where UDL comes in.



At its very basics, UDL is about
offering options so that everyone
has what they need to be part of the

instructional experience.

What is UDL?

UDL is a way of planning teaching and learning that helps all students
succeed, particularly struggling learners and their peers with identified
disabilities. UDL is not a specific program, intervention, or curriculum; instead,
it is a framework. It’s a way of thinking about how to teach (e.g., plan, design)
that works before students begin to struggle. Think of UDL like planning a
menu for a large family event. Instead of cooking just one dish and hoping
everyone likes it, you offer options: vegetarian, gluten-free, spicy, and/or mild.

Why UDL?

Remember, many classrooms are still built around a one-size-fits-all approach.
For example, all students will gain foundational knowledge for the unit
through the textbook. A textbook is often published at the reading level of the
grade and thus, poorly designed for students reading below grade level.
Designing for a perceived average student (e.g., on-task student, processes
verbal directions) often leaves out students with disabilities or their struggling
peers. UDL helps teachers and paraprofessionals think ahead about how to
reduce barriers, the things that get in the way of learning, by giving students
choices and support in how they:

e Getinterested and stay motivated (Engagement)

e Take in new information (Representation)

e Show what they know (Action & Expression)

The UDL framework is based on three core ideas or principles that help
educators and paraprofessionals support students in flexible and purposeful
ways. These principles are called Engagement, Representation, and Action &
Expression. You don’t need to memorize them, but knowing what each one
means can help you better support the wide range of learners in your
classroom.



Engagement — The Why of Learning

The first UDL principle is engagement, which is how students become
interested in learning and stay motivated. Just like adults, students are
motivated in different ways. Some enjoy group work and lots of discussion,
while others prefer quiet, independent tasks. Some students need frequent
encouragement, while others feel confident when given a clear goal and
allowed to choose how to reach it. As a paraprofessional, you can support
engagement by helping students set goals for a lesson, offering positive
feedback, or encouraging students to choose between different learning
activities. For example, if a student struggles to stay focused during reading
time, offering a choice between reading at their desk or in a quiet corner can
increase their engagement. When students are interested and feel supported,
they’re more likely to stick with a task, even when it’s hard.



The second principle is representation, giving students more than one way to
understand and take in information. Not all students learn well through
reading or listening alone. Some need visuals, such as charts or diagrams.
Others understand better when they hear an example or see a demonstration.
Students who have disabilities such as dyslexia or auditory processing
difficulties may need extra support to access content (e.g., text-to-speech,
graphic organizers). Paraprofessionals play a key role here. You might point to
a visual schedule when giving instructions, show a student how to complete a
problem step-by-step (e.g., scaffolds), or use simple language and examples
when explaining a concept (e.g., explicit instruction). For a student with a
disability, using hands-on materials like manipulatives or objects can help
them grasp math concepts in a way that makes sense to them. The goal is to
help all students understand the content, no matter how they learn best.



The third UDL principle is action and expression. This refers to how students
show what they’ve learned or demonstrate their knowledge. In many
classrooms today, students are asked to write their answers or demonstrate
knowledge through writing (e.g., essay, short responses). And yet, research has
and continues to illustrate that writing is often not an effective method for
most students, particularly those with disabilities, to share their knowledge.
Instead, fine motor challenges, developing language skills, reading below
grade level, and similar challenges impact a student’s ability to communicate
knowledge through writing. Instead, the teacher or paraprofessional is left to
determine whether they do not understand the instruction or whether writing
is the barrier to demonstrating knowledge.

The UDL framework encourages educators to allow students to express their
knowledge differently. As a paraprofessional, you might help a student draw a
picture, build a model, use speech-to-text tools, share a graphic or
presentation, construct a video, or verbally explain their thinking. For
example, a student who struggles to write a paragraph might succeed when
they can record their response with a digital device (e.g., Chromebook) or
speak their answer aloud. The important thing is to give students a choice in
how they respond so they can show what they know in the way that works
best for them.
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These three principles, engagement, representation, and action and
expression, are not just good ideas but are based on research from
neuroscience. Scientists have studied how people learn and found that our
brains all process information differently. This understanding led to the
organization CAST's creation of the UDL framework (see
https:/udlguidelines.cast.org/) to help educators plan and teach in ways that
reflect what we now know about the brain and learning. When you plan using
the UDL framework, we are not simply supporting learners; we are applying
science to the classroom.

UDL Principle Associated Guidelines How this Supports Inclusion

Helps students who may feel
anxious, frustrated, or
unmotivated stay involved in
learning.

- Offer choices and autonomy
Engagement - Build relevance
- Support emotional safety

Makes content accessible to
students with learning
disabilities, language needs, or
sensory processing challenges

- Offer information in different formats

Representation - Clarify language and symbols
- Highlight key ideas

Allows students with physical,
communication, or executive
functioning differences to show
what they know

- Offer multiple ways to respond -
Use digital technologies and supports
- Guide planning and organization

Action and
Expression

Appreciating the Variability of our Classroom Learners

As we have discussed, today’s classrooms are filled with students who
think, learn, move, speak, and interact in very different ways. This is often
referred to as learner variability. Yes, there are several students with learning
differences who will have an identified disability (e.g., learning disability), and
yet, we mention learner variability to highlight that most students in today’s
classrooms bring many differences to school.
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The differences include how they take in information, how they stay focused,
how they control their emotions, how they express themselves, and how they
interact with others. Variability also includes cultural background, language,
life experiences, and learning preferences. Now, for students with disabilities,
this variability may be more noticeable or may require more support to be
successful. As a paraprofessional, you likely already know this, even if you
haven’t used the term learner variability. You work with students who need
extra time, directions repeated, who work best with visuals, or who need
reminders to stay on task. Understanding variability helps you respond to
these needs with empathy, patience, and effective support. It also helps us to
appreciate that, beyond the students we are serving, those with disabilities,
planning and designing for the entire classroom, addresses the growing
variability amongst all learners. Further supporting the need to embrace the
UDL Framework.

Students show variability in different ways
depending on their age and stage of development.

In the early grades, for example, students are just beginning to develop
important academic, social, and self-regulation skills. You might support
students who:

e Struggle to sit still or follow classroom routines

¢ Need help learning how to ask for help or take turns

e |earn better through hands-on activities than from worksheets

¢ Need repeated modeling and practice to understand basic reading or math

concepts

e Use fewer words or communicate in nonverbal ways

Middle schoolers are navigating big changes, including socially,
emotionally, and academically. Their school day may now include multiple
teachers, harder assignments, and more independence. You might support
students who:

e Have trouble staying organized and keeping up with assignments

¢ Need help adjusting to social situations or group work

e Become easily frustrated when tasks are confusing or too fast-paced
e Benefit from visual schedules, checklists, or graphic organizers

e Struggle with reading long texts or summarizing information
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By high school, students are preparing for adult life beyond high school,

including college, jobs, or independent living. But they still need support as
learners. You might work with students who:

Are shy about asking for help, or don’t want to stand out

Are strong in some subjects but struggle in others

Have disabilities that affect reading, writing, or memory

Need flexible ways to show what they know, like using technology or
creating presentations

Are overwhelmed by the pressure of grades, deadlines, and future plans

For our students with disabilities they may show variability in ways that

impact how they learn, communicate, or behave. Some students may have:

Autism, which affects communication and social interaction

ADHD, which affects focus, attention, and impulse control

Learning disabilities, which make reading, writing, or math harder
Anxiety, which can make participating in or transitioning between tasks
challenging

Intellectual disabilities, which may require step-by-step instruction and
repetition

Not every student with a disability needs the same thing, and some

students without a disability may need the same supports. That’s why learner
variability is so important to understand. It helps us see what students need,
not just who they are on paper. As a paraprofessional, appreciating learner
variability may further foster the need to embrace the principles of UDL,
where we plan and design for all learners.
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Recognizing Barriers in our Classrooms

Of course, we know that our classrooms are becoming more complex with the
variety of students we serve, especially those with disabilities. However,
besides appreciating the growing variability, it is important to recognize what
happens when instruction doesn’t account for that variability. When learning
environments, materials, or teaching strategies are built to address the
average or typical learner, the reality is that many students will be faced with
barriers because they are not average or typical in their learning, behavioral,
or social competence needs.

For our purpose, a barrier is anything that
gets in the way of a student being able to

participate in, understand, or demonstrate What iS a
what they’ve learned. It is important to
understand and appreciate that barriers Learni ng Barrier

are not caused by the student. Yes, they
may have a disability, but often, the barrier
is the result of a mismatch between what
the student needs and how the learning is
designed.




Barriers - Engagement

Barriers

What we Might See in the Classroom

Tasks that feel boring or too difficult

A student with ADHD constantly
getting out of their seat during direct
instruction

Lack of choice or voice in how
students work

A student with anxiety avoiding
participation in group work

Emotional overwhelm or anxiety

A student with autism becoming
upset by a change in routine

Difficulty understanding directions

A student with a processing deficit
being required to ask repeatedly for
clarity and further direction to
complete assigned task

Barriers - Content

Barriers

What we Might See in the Classroom

Materials only presented in one
format (e.g., just printed text)

A student with dyslexia struggling to
complete a reading assignment

Complex vocabulary or fast-paced
instruction

A student with limited attention
missing information shared verbally

Lack of visual, auditory, or tactile
supports

A student with reading challenges
unable to comprehend information
from the whiteboard
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Barriers - Participation

Barriers

What we Might See in the Classroom

Tasks that require physical actions
some students cannot perform

A student with fine motor challenges
struggling to cut shapes during an
art lesson

Unclear directions or expectations

A student with an intellectual
disability freezing when asked to
start a multi-step task

No supports for starting or
organizing a task

A student with executive functioning
difficulties not bringing needed
materials to class

Barriers - Expression

Barriers

What we Might See in the Classroom

Limited ways to respond (e.g., only
writing or speaking)

A student with autism unable to
explain their thinking out loud, even
when they know the answer

Strict time constraints

A student with a writing disability
failing a test not because they didn’t
understand the material, but
because they couldn’t write fast
enough

Lack of communication supports

A nonverbal student without access
to a communication device being
marked “off task”
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Let’s consider Carlos. He is a 4th grader with a learning disability, which
finds him reading two grade levels below many of his classmates. He is
expected to read at grade level to gain foundational knowledge of the
content (e.g., American History). But this expectation of reading fluency,
comprehension, and knowledge of discipline-specific vocabulary becomes a
barrier. This is not to say Carlos does not need to develop his reading skills.
He does. However, as he continues to learn, we need to plan and design
around his current deficit if he is to be meaningfully engaged in the 4th grade
content. Another way of thinking about it is to consider a situation where the
only way to enter a building is by stairs. In this situation, the staircase
becomes a barrier for someone who uses a wheelchair. The problem isn’t the
wheelchair. Instead, it’s the design of the building.

Barriers happen when instruction or
classrooms are not designed with learner
variability in mind. Many typical
classrooms and/or educators make
assumptions, often without realizing it,
such as:

1.Every student can read, write, and speak fluently,

2.Every student can listen for long periods and stay focused,
3.Every student understands verbal directions the first time,
4.Every student can sit still and work quietly, and/or

5.Every student can demonstrate what they know through writing.

What assumptions does your
school or classroom make?
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Whatever the barrier might be, we as paraprofessionals need to
understand that if instruction does not appreciate these barriers, students
with disabilities as well as their struggling peers, will be confused, frustrated,
and often time, misunderstood (e.g., they are not motivated) for being off-task
and not engaged in the instruction. Remember, it is not the student; instead, it
Is the barrier that prevents meaningful access, student engagement, and
overall learning.

As a paraprofessional, you may not always call what you see a barrier,
but you probably notice when a student is disengaged, frustrated, acting out,
or giving up. These behaviors often signal that something in the learning
environment isn't working for that student.

The good news is that many of these barriers are predictable. That
means we can plan for them. For example, when we know a student has a
reading disability, we can anticipate that text-heavy assignments might
present a barrier. When we know a student struggles with transitions, we can
expect that sudden change or alterations to the schedule might disrupt their
learning.

But why does this matter to you as a paraprofessional? Yes, you are in a
unique position. You work directly with students every day. You notice what
frustrates them, what supports help them succeed, and how they react to
different types of instruction.

Recognizing barriers helps shift one’s mindset from:

To: What might be

Why isn’t this .
: getting in the way of
student doing what . :
this student doing
| asked?

what | asked?

-

<
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When we begin to appreciate the barriers in our learning environment,
not as challenges in the learner but instead as mismatches between students
and instruction, we begin to look for alternative ways to plan and design
instruction. Whether offering a student more time, providing a visual, or using a
different approach, your role in breaking down barriers is essential. At the end
of the day, it also makes us aware that we need to consider alternatives to
reduce barriers from the get-go. This then leads us to frameworks like Universal
Design for Learning. Recognizing the variability in the ever-changing
classrooms of today, particularly within students with disabilities, that lead to
barriers for subsequent instruction and student learning, provides us the WHY
for looking for alternative ways to plan and design today'’s classroom.

UDL in Action: Roles for the Paraprofessional

In so many words, UDL gives paraprofessionals a framework to guide
needed support. While teachers plan with UDL in mind, paraprofessionals help
carry it out through small actions that make a big impact. Let’s consider the
three principles and, this time, connect the UDL principles to common
classroom tasks while providing practical ways for paraprofessionals to apply
them.

Focused on furthering students’ sense of belonging, engagement is about
helping students feel safe, supported, and interested in what they are doing.
For some students, especially those with identified disabilities, school can
appear overwhelming, unfamiliar, or emotionally challenging. Paraprofessionals
help by creating trust and offering supports that keep students involved. In
applying the multiple means of engagement principle, paraprofessionals can:

e Greet students by name to build connection and routine

e Offer a quiet check-in if a student appears frustrated or distracted

¢ Reinforce a student’s progress by pointing out specific effort (e.g., you
finished every part, even the hard one)

e Help students plan what to do next (e.g., let’s do one problem together, and
then you can try the next one)

e Suggest alternatives when a student is overwhelmed (e.g., would you like to

start with the shorter reading)
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Many students, especially those with disabilities, often benefit from more
than one way to understand what’s being taught. Paraprofessionals help by
supporting how information is presented. Sometimes, this means pointing out
a visual. Other times, it means slowing things down or using different words.
To implement aspects of multiple means of representation, paraprofessionals
can

® Use gestures or objects to explain words or directions

* Provide wait time after giving instructions

* Use a highlighter or finger to point to where a student should begin

¢ Ask clarifying questions to check understanding (e.g., can you tell me what
you’re supposed to do first)

® Use visual supports like photos, schedules, or symbols when verbal
explanations aren’t working
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As was mentioned earlier, when students are expected to show their learning
in only one medium (e.g., writing), it can become a barrier. Some students
express themselves more clearly through speaking, drawing, building, or using
technology tools. Paraprofessionals can support multiple means of action and
expression by recognizing these differences and helping students share what
they know in the way that works best for them.

e Offer options (e.g., you can write your answer or draw a picture)

® Scribe for a student as they explain their thinking aloud

* Help a student use a communication device or adaptive tool

* Celebrate effort

® Support revisions by asking follow-up questions (e.g., can you add one

more detail here)
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Steps for Applying UDL in the Classroom —
Role of Paraprofessional

Now, one might be tempted to assume UDL is a series of options or simply
giving students choice. While the framework offers options and ensures
students have choice, UDL is more about thoughtful design and subsequent
planning to do what works. The steps below outline how paraprofessionals can
support UDL in everyday routines. You don’t need to know everything about
lesson planning or disability categories to get started. What matters most is
your willingness to observe, adapt, and work as part of a team. Remember, this
is simply an example, and there are multiple ways paraprofessionals can
integrate the framework into everyday student support and instruction.

Step 1. Observe Students Closely

Paraprofessionals are often the first to notice when something is or isn’t
working for a student. This insight is a valuable part of UDL. Begin by
observing how students respond to tasks, instructions, and materials. Here are
a few things one might look for:

¢ |s the student engaged or losing focus?

¢ Does the student understand what to do?

e Can the student start and finish the task without frustration?
e How does the student prefer to show what they know?

Keep a mental or written note of
what seems to heb each student

Reminder
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Step 2: Offer Flexible Support

One of the key parts of UDL is flexibility. Paraprofessionals can provide
flexible support by adjusting how they help students based on what each
learner needs. This means not always using the same strategy for every
student. Here are a few ways to offer flexible support in the classroom:

Breaking down directions
into smaller steps

Offering choices (e.g., would
you like to start with writing
or drawing)

Using a visual schedule or
timer to support
independence

Sitting beside a student
during difficult tasks to
reduce anxiety

Flexibility doesrit mean doing the work
for students. Instead, it means
adjusting how you support them so
they can do the work themselves.

Step 3: Communicate and Collaborate

UDL is most effective when paraprofessionals and educators work together.

Regular communication helps ensure everyone is on the same page and
working toward shared goals for students. Ways to collaborate using elements
of the framework might include:

Ask questions like, “What’s the
goal for this lesson?” or “Is
there another way this student
can show what they know?”
Share observations: They
stayed more focused when we
used the number line.

Discuss what worked and what
didn’t after a lesson or activity.
Request clarification or tools
when you’re unsure how to
support a task.

Communication can be in-person but also via
running notes, a digital platform (e.g, learning
management system), text messages, or
similar tools to ensure ongoing, purposeful, and,
if possible, recorded to continue to reference.

22



Step 4: Support Student Independence

Supporting students doesn’t mean they should rely on you. Instead, we need
to promote independence. Thus, one of your goals in a UDL-based classroom
is to help students build the skills and confidence they need to work on their
own. Here are a few ways to support independence in today’s classroom:
e Model how to use a support tool (like a graphic organizer), then let the
student try.

¢ |dentify, with the classroom
teacher, learning strategies to
model, teach, and then

implement with the student. _ _
e Encourage the student to ask for They arerit going home with you

help when needed. S0 encourage independence.
e Fade your support over time

once the student is successful.
e Reinforce when students
complete steps on their own.

Step 5: Reflect and Adjust

Learner variability suggests that students learn differently. That’s why
reflection is key. If something didn’t work, ask why. If something worked well,
plan to use it again. UDL is not about finding the perfect solution. It’s about
trying, adjusting, and improving over time. Together with the classroom
teacher, consider the following ways to reflect:

e Think about what strategies
helped the student stay
engaged, understand the

material, or complete the task. UDL is all about trying, adjusting,

* Talk with the teacher about di : "
how things went. and Improving over time.

e Consider whether a student
might benefit from a different
support next time.



UDL to Foster

Meaningful Inclusion

Finally, UDL provides a map of sorts to facilitate meaningful inclusion. The
principles and the associated guidelines help teachers and paraprofessionals
plan for and respond to the needs of all learners by building flexibility and
support into instruction from the start. In the end, barriers are addressed, and
students with disabilities spend more time alongside their peers, participating
in classroom activities, and are given opportunities to succeed in grade-level
learning. When used, UDL can enhance learner engagement, increase student
perception and understanding of content-based information, and support
how students express what they know. For example, the table below illustrates
how the UDL principles and associated guidelines work together to help
students with disabilities succeed in grade-appropriate classrooms.

UDL Principle Associated Guidelines How this Supports Inclusion
Offer choices and
Helps students who may feel
autonomy _
. anxious, frustrated, or
Engagement Build relevance

Support emotional
safety

unmotivated stay involved in
learning.

Representation

Offer information in
different formats
Clarify language and
symbols

Highlight key ideas

Makes content accessible to
students with learning
disabilities, language needs,
Or sensory processing
challenges

Action &
Expression

Offer multiple ways to
respond

Use digital technologies
and supports

Guide planning and
organization

Allows students with
physical, communication, or
executive functioning
differences to show what
they know
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What Paraprofessionals Can Do to Foster UDL Implementation

Paraprofessionals help turn the UDL framework into action. When the classroom
is designed using UDL, you can support meaningful inclusion by:
e Reinforcing supports that are built into the lesson (e.g., pointing to visuals,
using student checklists)
e Offering flexible options when students get stuck (e.g., giving a choice to
draw or write)
¢ Helping clarify instructions when students are unsure (e.g., rephrasing
directions in simpler language)
e Encouraging participation in group work or discussions by giving students a
role that matches their strengths

UDL in Action: 5 Steps for Paraprofessionals

Observe Students Closely
o Watch how students respond to tasks
o Take note of engagement and struggles
¢ Learn what supports work best

Reflect and Adjust

e Think about what worked or didn't work
W e Talk with the teacher about what to tweak
¢ |dentify new ways to help students succeed

Offer Flexible Support
e Adjust how you support each learner

e Provide options for completing activities
e Use tools to make content more

accesible

/// \ Support Student Independence
(

(( l e Encourage learners to try on their own
Y/ e Model how to use supports and strategies
e Know when to step back

Communicate and Collaborate
¢ Ask gquestions about the teacher's plans
¢ Share what you notice about students
¢ Discuss strategies to reduce barriers
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Ms. Sanchez is a paraprofessional in a fourth-grade classroom that has recently
been introduced to the the UDL framework. This new mindset has changed the
course of her challenges at school. She is seeing great things happen for her
students as she puts it to use.

Today, the class is starting a group science project about animal habitats. As the
teacher introduces the assignment, Ms. Sanchez circulates the room to support
students needing extra help. One student, Julian, has a reading disability. He’s
been staring at the assignment directions and hasn’t started. Another student,
Layla, has anxiety and seems hesitant to join her group. She’s holding her paper
but not making eye contact or talking to anyone.

Because UDL strategies are built into the classroom routine, Ms. Sanchez has tools
she can use right away. For example, she kneels beside Julian and points to the
visual version of the instructions on his desk. She quietly rephrases the directions
using simpler language and models the first step. Julian nods and begins to fill out
his planning sheet using a drawing instead of writing. Then she checks on Layla.
Ms. Sanchez reminds her that students can choose group roles like timekeeper,
illustrator, or speaker. Layla selects the illustrator role, which feels more
comfortable for her.

As the class works, Ms. Sanchez helps both students stay on track using a simple
checklist that breaks the project into clear steps. She gives encouragement,
celebrates small successes, and helps the students participate without feeling
overwhelmed. Because the lesson was designed using UDL and because Ms.
Sanchez knew how to apply those supports, Julian and Layla could engage in the
activity meaningfully. They worked alongside their classmates, contributed to the
project, and felt proud of their progress. This is inclusion in action.
Paraprofessionals like Ms. Sanchez, applying the principles of UDL, are essential in
making it happen.
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| D | |7
Suggestions to Try Tomorrow =0 | v
1.Ask a student, How do you want to show Al By @ %
what you learned today?
2.Use a visual timer or checklist to support ¢ o é @

transitions or independent work.

3.Help a student break a large task into
small steps.

4.Use picture cards or real objects to
support directions.

5.0Offer a calm, encouraging presence when
a student gets stuck.

Paraprofessionals bring flexibility, care, and real-time decision-making to
the classroom. By aligning your support with UDL principles, you help build a
classroom environment where all students can engage, learn, and succeed in
their own ways. You don’t need to do everything; just being ready with a small
adjustment or an encouraging word can help reduce a barrier and open a path
to learning.

Conclusion

A well-designed classroom doesn’t just meet the needs of most
learners; it prepares for the needs of all learners. UDL offers a powerful
way to create flexible, inclusive learning environments where every
student can participate and succeed. For paraprofessionals, UDL
provides a clear framework for supporting students in meaningful
ways. Whether you’re offering choices, pointing to visuals, or helping
students express their ideas in different formats, you are putting
inclusive practice into action every single day. Let’s continue learning
and working with our teacher teams to plan proactively, reduce
barriers, and support all students. UDL is more than a framework; it’'s a
mindset. And when we apply it together, we can change what inclusion
looks, sounds, and feels like for everyone in the classroom.
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CAST UDL Guidelines - https://udlguidelines.cast.org.

IRIS Center UDL Module -
https:/iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/udl/

UDL in 15 Minutes Podcast -
https://theudlapproach.com/podcasts/

TIES Center 5-15-45 — UDL - https:/publications.ici.umn.edu/ties/5-

15-45/resources/udl-in-5-15-45

Understood_https://www.understood.org/en/articles/universal-
design-for-learning-what-it-is-and-how-it-works
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OPEPP Mission

The Ohio Partnership for Excellence in Paraprofessional Preparation (OPEPP)
helps districts build the capacity to include and leverage paraprofessional
educator expertise effectively.

OPEPP Services

The OPEPP model is built upon the Council for Exceptional Children’s
Standards for Paraprofessional Preparation. These standards recognize the
significance of paraprofessional educators in the improvement of teaching and
learning for all students.

OPEPP uses a tiered model to offer no-cost targeted and customized support to
school districts and other educational organizations interested in examining
and improving their use of paraprofessional services to support student
learning. OPEPP offers a variety of professional learning opportunities to all
educators and agency personnel interested in participating. OPEPP resources
are designed to help teachers, paraprofessional educators, and others respond
to the complex demands of their work, and to work together to overcome
challenges and help all students, including those with disabilities and learning
difficulties, attain mastery in academics and other areas of life. More
information about OPEPP learning modules and workshops, technical
assistance and professional development packages, and additional resources is
available through the OPEPP website at https://www.opepp.org/.

Contact Information y/.

_ /
admin@OPEPP.org OPE PP _

Deborah Telfer, Ph.D., Director

Renee Mattson, Ph.D., OPEPP Coordinator
Systems Development & Improvement

. . . . . SYSTEMS DEVELOPMENT
Center, University of Cincinnati ‘ & IMPROVEMENT CENTER
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