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Abstract
Students with emotional and behavioural disability who receive their education in special settings often do
not have access to the curriculum through evidence-based pedagogies, such as direct instruction, and
instead complete packets of worksheets or participate in distance education. The current study was a
collaborative action research project involving a special school for students with emotional disability and a
local university to examine the effects of replacing online distance education with in-person direct
instruction underpinned by Universal Design for Learning. Researchers sought to discover teacher and
student perceptions of Universal Design for Learning, enablers and barriers to its implementation, and its
effect on attendance and behaviour. Results suggested satisfaction on the part of both students and teachers
and a positive effect of Universal Design for Learning on both attendance and behaviour.
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collaborative research; special schools

Students with emotional and behavioural disability (EBD) often struggle in mainstream school settings,
due to the large, noisy school environment, inflexibility in the way the curriculum is presented, and lack
of teacher understanding and expertise of EBD (Cheney et al., 2013). Because of these and other
reasons, 13%–16% of students belonging to this vulnerable population attend school in special rather
than in mainstream settings (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2020; Samuels, 2018). Once in
special settings, students often are not accessing the curriculum via evidence-based pedagogical means,
such as direct instruction, with many completing packets of worksheets or participating in distance
education online (McKenna & Ciullo, 2016). This lack of direct instruction can be attributed to the
wide variation in student ability and attainment in each specialised classroom, as students with EBD
have historically had poor school attendance and/or concurrent learning disability (Cheney et al., 2013;
Hunt, 2021; Mitchell et al., 2019; Zaheer et al., 2019).

Hunt (2021) found that despite students with EBD often experiencing poor academic performance,
interventions are still mostly focused on behaviour rather than learning. This focus is problematic and
counterintuitive, as eliminating barriers to learning can increase appropriate behaviour (Zaheer et al.,
2019). The existing body of educational literature supports the logical assumption that when lessons
are well designed and relatable to students, then students tend to be more engaged and less likely to be
disruptive (Zaheer et al., 2019). Hunt (2021) suggested that students with EBD could be better
supported when teachers use the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework to design lessons, as
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many evidence-based practices for students with EBD are well aligned with UDL’s three main
principles of representation, engagement, and action and expression.

Universal Design for Learning

UDL is grounded in the belief that all learners, regardless of ability, benefit from curriculum planning
that caters for a wide variety of learners (CAST, 2018). UDL places the student at the centre of
instruction through a curriculum that is deliberately designed to reduce barriers to learning and to
reach and accommodate all students before they experience academic or motivational failure (Nelson &
Basham, 2014). The UDL guidelines are underpinned by research on cognition and learning (Meyer
et al., 2014). UDL is based on three principles: multiple means of engagement, to tap into learners’
interests, challenge them appropriately, and motivate them to learn; multiple means of representation,
to give learners various ways of acquiring information and knowledge; and multiple means of action
and expression, to provide learners alternatives for demonstrating what they know (CAST, 2018). These
principles guide curriculum design with regard to providing content, activities, and pedagogy that
address multiple means of representation, action and expression, and engagement. The three principles
are further defined by nine guidelines and 31 checkpoints derived from best practices in the literature
(CAST, 2018). The UDL guidelines can be applied in various ways and at different levels (e.g.,
educational environments, curriculum and instruction, and digital tools and online environments). As
such, UDL serves as the conceptual framework for this study.

The literature in the field is replete with examples of UDL research (Crevecoeur et al., 2014; Ok et al.,
2017; S. J. Smith et al., 2019). These studies mostly examine the theoretical aspect of UDL, evaluate
teachers’ fidelity of use, or explore teacher perspectives on using UDL. Although there is a wide
literature base exploring student voice, democratic, and participatory education and Scarparolo and
MacKinnon (2022) found that students had a desire to have both a choice and voice about their
schooling, even in primary school, few studies could be found that specifically explored school-age
student perspectives on learning in a UDL environment. Most of the studies that explored the
perspectives of students, particularly those with disability, were focused on the tertiary education sector
(Black et al., 2015; F. G. Smith, 2012). This lack of student perspective suggests a gap in the literature
regarding student experiences with learning through UDL-designed pedagogies.

Background
Programs for students in Grades 9–12 at the participating school were traditionally developed by the
Sydney Distance Education High School, providing students with the opportunity to gain equitable
access to the mainstream curriculum. Teachers and school leaders wanted to change the delivery of the
curriculum to make it more engaging to students, while still meeting each of their individual needs and
easing their reintegration into their home schools. This change in delivery required the development of
a model that was flexible and could adapt to an ever-changing cohort and varying abilities in a small
class setting.

The leadership team from the special school contacted the university researchers to discuss
implementing UDL as part of a collaborative research project. The team decided to take a collaborative
action research approach. The best evidence synthesis (BES) model (Timperley et al., 2007) lent itself
well to frame and design the project. The goal of the model is for teachers to advance their own
professional development through collaboration and learning, resulting in positive learning outcomes
for their students. Teachers are encouraged to look at valued student outcomes as a part of the teacher
inquiry and knowledge-building cycle (Timperley et al., 2007). In other words, the teachers begin by
looking at the learning needs of their students and their own learning needs and using those answers to
design tasks and experiences. This model was chosen for this project because it effectively illustrates the
synthesis between teacher professional development and student outcomes, which were the two areas
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that the team had committed to working on. The university partner fits into the BES model through the
provision of professional development, consultation, and research.

The aim of this project was to explore the implementation of UDL as a replacement for distance
education in a NSW Department of Education school for students with emotional disability. The
research questions/hypotheses that guided this project were as follows:

1. What are teacher perceptions of the effectiveness of implementing face-to-face UDL to replace
distance education?

2. What are student perceptions and opinions of UDL as a pedagogy?
3. What are the barriers and enablers in planning and implementation for face-to-face UDL to

replace distance education?
4. What are the effects on attendance and behaviour when implementing face-to-face UDL?

Method
Research Design and Procedure

The authors applied for and received ethics approval from the human research ethics committees at
UNSW Sydney and the NSW Department of Education. The authors employed a qualitative research
design with several types of data collection to gain an in-depth understanding of the experiences and
perceptions of both teachers and students involved in the design and implementation of UDL in a
special school for students with EBD.

The university partners met with teachers and the school’s leadership team several times over
the course of 2020 to provide professional development and guidance on preparing term-long
instructional units that embodied the principles of UDL. The three professional development sessions
were (1) Introduction to Universal Design for Learning, (2) Assessment, and (3) Working With
Paraprofessionals/Paraprofessional Training. Each session was designed based on consultation with
teachers about their professional learning needs. The lead researcher visited the school regularly
throughout the study to consult with teachers and to provide advice on the instructional units they
were developing. The team determined that instructional units would be developed to cover a 2-year
cycle, with four termly units per year, for a total of eight units per subject area.

Data were collected from a range of sources to answer the research questions. They included (a)
teacher surveys, (b) student interviews, (c) collection of teaching materials, (d) field notes from
professional development and teacher consultation meetings, (e) classroom observations, and (f)
attendance and discipline referrals. All data, except for classroom observations and attendance and
discipline referrals, were analysed using a qualitative content analysis approach (Bengtsson, 2016).
Because qualitative content analysis is not linked to any particular science, ‘there are fewer rules : : :
[and] the risk of confusion in matters concerning philosophical concepts and discussions is reduced’
(Bengtsson, 2016, p. 8). Classroom observations, attendance, and discipline referrals were analysed
using descriptive statistics.

Setting

The participating school was a special school in metropolitan Sydney, NSW, Australia. The school
provided short-term intensive personalised educational programs and support for students in Grades
7–12 who had been diagnosed with mental health problems and/or emotional disorders. The school
had a capacity of 42 enrolments, but generally had 20–30 students attending on any given day. One
main goal of the school was to prepare students for their return to a regular secondary school or
support their transition to other education and training opportunities.
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Participants

All students at the school were invited to participate in the study and 14 agreed and provided their
consent. They were in Grades 8–12 and aged 13–18 years. Table 1 contains limited demographic
information, including the pseudonyms students chose to mask their actual identities. Due to the small
size of the participating school, limited demographic information was reported for students to maintain
their anonymity.

Most school staff agreed to participate in the study. Two staff members left the school after the
professional development stage but before the implementation stage. One staff member joined the
school and the study during the implementation stage. Overall, three teachers participated in the pre-,
mid- and post-implementation surveys, classroom observations, and the collection of teaching
materials. Because of the small number of staff, demographic information was not collected or
reported, to maintain anonymity with the school leadership team and the wider community.

Analysis

Thematic analysis of the data was conducted in three stages. In the first stage, data samples were open
coded by two members of the research team. In the second stage, there was an exchange of the results of
the coding over several meetings where the authors discussed the derived codes, subcategories and
categories. Once agreement was achieved, all themes, categories and subcategories were carefully
compared for any overlaps (Bengtsson, 2016). Triangulation of the data was achieved by collecting data
from several sources and involving both authors in every stage of the data analysis to ensure credibility,
validity, and trustworthiness (Flick, 2014).

Descriptive statistics were used to analyse the classroom observations, attendance, and discipline
referrals. For the classroom observations, the UDL Observation Measurement Tool (Basham et al.,
2020) was used to calculate a score based on the observer’s overall perception of the UDL principles
that were effectively implemented during the observation. The attendance and discipline referral data
were collected over time and placed on a graph for visual analysis.

Table 1. Student Demographics

Pseudonym Age Grade

Bluey 17 11

Jack 15 10

Myca 13 8

James 18 12

Tom 15 10

Emma 13 8

Archie 13 9

Sapphire 16 11

Ko 18 12

John 16 11

Pixie 16 11

Phoenix 15 12

Lamp 15 11

Raven 15 11

66 Therese M. Cumming and Lisa Gilanyi

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.7 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.7


Results
Teacher Surveys

Teachers were surveyed three times during 2021: a pre-implementation survey in January, prior to the
start of the school year; a mid-implementation survey in April after one term of using UDL; and then a
final survey in December, after the school had been using UDL for the whole year. Thematic content
analysis revealed four main themes: (a) implementation, (b) enablers of UDL, (c) challenges to UDL,
and (d) results of using UDL. In order to depict the results over time, the findings are presented and
discussed within each survey phase as follows.

Pre-implementation surveys
Nine teachers completed the pre-implementation survey. Although there was a fair degree of positivity
about adopting UDL in the school, this was accompanied by some hesitancy and anxiety from teachers
about their capacity to implement UDL. Teachers felt that challenges to implementing UDL were
(a) structural issues, (b) staffing issues, (c) knowledge and confidence, and (d) time needed to
implement the new way of teaching. The teachers also identified some enablers to implementing UDL
effectively: (a) having a complete understanding of what UDL entails, (b) information and guidance,
(c) professional learning and support, and (d) collaboration. T3 felt that, in addition to this, teachers
themselves were enablers: ‘Being open to change, being willing to learn different frameworks and
adapting the way I have created programs in the past’.

Answers to questions about differentiation and assessment confirmed that many teachers’
understandings of UDL were still developing. Althoughmost were able to describe teaching practices that
included multiple forms of representation, and a little over half (five) could explain that differentiation
involved providing multiple forms of engagement, very few teachers mentioned practices that allowed for
multiple means of expression.

When asked how they thought students would respond to UDL pedagogy, almost all teachers felt it
would be positively received. Reasons for this included more academically engaging lessons,
individualised programs that offered choice and flexibility, and a greater level of differentiation (T1, T3,
T5, T7). For example, T5 predicted that

: : : they will mostly respond well as it will be providing them with more choices and flexibility. Some
hesitation and uncertainty will be expected in some students, especially those who do not respond
well to change, yet this should be temporary.

Only two out of the nine teachers (T2, T6) expressed concern that there may be adjustment issues for
students. T2 stated, ‘If explained, I think they would prefer that their tasks are individually tailored’.

Mid-implementation surveys
Mid-implementation surveys were administered in April, after one term of the school’s implementation
of UDL. Only three teachers completed this survey, as they were the three teachers still using UDL when
the pandemic restrictions were enacted. All three teachers continued to view the implementation of UDL
from a pedagogical perspective, highlighting enablers and challenges that focused on either staffing or
structural factors such as programming or technology. However, the general apprehension that was
apparent amongmost teachers in the pre-implementation survey seemed to have eased, largely because of
the support they had received. Results of this survey included a definite easing of teacher apprehension, as
knowledge and confidence were still challenges, but teachers were able to suggest ways that they could
address these on their own.

All three teachers cited guidance and professional learning as big enablers, including lesson
observations, which were seen as valuable for building confidence, as they allowed teachers to confirm
that their instructional design and practices were well aligned with UDL principles. T11 felt that the
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upcoming teacher observations would help to improve their use of UDL, ‘ : : :making sure I am doing it
well, but I am sure I will get that from the observation’. Although teachers were still experiencing some
confusion about assessment practices, there was an overall increase in autonomy and self-efficacy.
Teachers’ focus with regard to support was on being allowed sufficient time for programming and
working with colleagues to ‘iron out’ the issues encountered. All teachers perceived that UDL had been
well received by students, whom they described as ‘infinitely more engaged’ (T1) and ‘sociable’ (T11).
T4 stated, ‘Students tend to appreciate and engage better in this mode of delivery rather than distance
education’. No mention was made of any student adjustment issues and there were no mentions of
academic outcomes resulting from the introduction of UDL.

Post-implementation surveys
The same three teachers who completed the mid-implementation survey completed the final survey in
December. Their responses reflected the significant development of their capacity to implement and
deliver UDL pedagogy in their classrooms. By the end of a year using UDL, the participants expressed
that they felt well supported, had been allowed sufficient time to develop programs, and enjoyed a
productive, collaborative environment. The initial apprehension among school staff was replaced by a
general comfortableness with UDL design and implementation. T4 felt that the biggest enablers overall
were ‘programming time and being given the time to really think through how to design and
implement each lesson, and collegial support’. Any questions remaining about UDL were specific and
teachers had a very clear idea of areas they would like to focus on in future professional learning
sessions. For example, T11 wanted ‘more professional learning on assessment and using multiple
methods to explain concepts’.

One teacher (T11) indicated that they did not think any challenges to UDL remained. The other two
participants still felt challenged in places. T1 listed challenges to UDL as ‘students moving about the
classroom, making it relevant to their lives & real life whilst allowing students sufficient time to increase
their mathematical fluency’. T4 felt that problems with infrastructure were barriers to the effective
implementation of UDL: ‘Presenting information in multiple formats can be tricky when computers
don’t function reliably, watching videos, interactive activities, etc.’

Overall, teachers perceived that they had experienced an increase in confidence and capacity
building over the year. By the end of the year, teachers were able to describe in considerable detail how
the lessons they taught followed UDL principles, referring to multiple representation and engagement
and describing a range of tools they used to provide students with choices in their learning. T1
described how they implemented UDL: ‘I use a flexible learning environment, UDL-style booklets,
highly structured, yet flexible lessons, weekly feedback from students, task choice’.

Teachers felt that they had more capacity in assessing student learning using UDL principles, with
all using both formative and summative assessments with multiple options/means of accessing criteria
and demonstrating skills and knowledge, negotiated between individual students and the teacher.
However, assessment continued to be identified by the teachers as an area for future professional
learning (both T4 and T11 specifically stated this on their surveys), particularly around providing
choice effectively, in ways that foster the students’ self-determination skills.

Student Interviews

At the beginning of the study, 14 students agreed to participate and were interviewed. Students were
interviewed twice. The first round of interviews was conducted in February 2021, shortly after the
introduction of UDL, and included 14 students. The second round was conducted in December 2021,
after a year of the school using UDL, and included three students, Archie, Jack, and Sapphire, all of
whom had participated in the first round. The disparity between the number of participants in the two
interviews is attributable to the pandemic and low levels of attendance when students were finally
permitted to return to school campus a few weeks before the end of the school year. Interview questions

68 Therese M. Cumming and Lisa Gilanyi

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.7 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.7


focused on how students perceived the changes that had occurred in the way they learned and were
phrased openly (What has changed? What do you like/dislike?) to allow students the freedom to share
whatever they felt was relevant. Three main themes, Organisational, Learning, and Interpersonal, were
identified, along with eight subthemes: (a) mainstream schooling, (b) structure, (c) academics, (d)
direct instruction, (e) teachers, (f) self-instruction, (g) autonomy, and (h) social interaction. To depict
the results over time, the findings are presented and discussed within each interview phase as follows.

Initial interviews
During the first interview, students commented that the new approach to learning was closer to
mainstream schooling than distance education, which was the school’s previous mode of delivery.
Many of these students were positive about this change, noting that it would support their transition
back into mainstream school in the future. There were, however, adjustment issues for some students,
with one student, Sapphire, even describing the change as ‘daunting’. A small number of students (Jack,
Sapphire, Raven) indicated that they had been having difficulty adjusting.

Six students mentioned a loss of autonomy (not being able to forge ahead and work on their own or
choose what to work on when) as a disadvantage of the new UDL pedagogy. Pixie lamented, ‘It is a little
bit confusing— it can be a little bit hard to keep track of and I do not really like doing classes in person
with so many other people just because I prefer working on my own’. Conversely, seven of them
expressed an appreciation for the higher levels of academic support they were receiving from their
teachers. One interesting finding was that John and Phoenix felt both a loss of autonomy and
appreciated the extra support they were receiving from teachers. Ko felt overwhelmed by what they
perceived as additional personal responsibility for their own learning: ‘There is a lot more pressure on
us to organise our own study and there are more responsibilities that some might not be able to uphold
with their mental health’.

Two students (Archie and John) were not happy with being part of a class and expressed a clear
preference for working alone (also noting they felt a loss of autonomy) and found the increased social
interaction to be a negative aspect of this new learning mode. Five students (James, Phoenix, Lam,
Pixie, and Tom) commented positively on aspects of social interaction that had increased, whereas
Tom explained, ‘It is good to kind of get that social aspect to it. One of the best things about it is the
social aspect about it’.

Four students noted that they felt that teachers had less time for emotional support, since they had
to focus on teaching now. Ko expressed, ‘I think they could be more like hands-on, kind of : : :
Understanding each student personally would help, so that certain people with problems could get the
support they need’. Most of the students interviewed were more positive about this and commented
explicitly on how much they enjoyed receiving direct instruction from a teacher, noting that it provided
them with greater academic support and reduced the pressure of working alone they experienced in
distance education. Phoenix revealed, ‘It is a lot easier to get on top of because when we had distance
learning it was almost like work after work after work; it was a lot all at once’.

Students also felt that teachers had more familiarity with the content due to writing and delivering
the content themselves and therefore were better able to explain it. Jack and Raven both commented
that they enjoyed the greater choice of learning materials and activities, whereas Bluey complained that
using a paper booklet presented a physical challenge. Lastly, Myca, Pixie, and Archie felt that the new
lessons did not challenge them enough.

Final interviews
Archie, Jack, and Sapphire participated in the second round of interviews at the end of the school year.
Their responses were mixed: Jack and Sapphire expressed frustration and overstimulation due to
working with others, whereas Archie was more neutral. All students again referred to their classes as
being similar to mainstream schooling, with the transition benefits also being highlighted— preparing
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them for graduation and mainstream schooling. Jack expressed his satisfaction: ‘I think it is especially
good to prepare to go back to mainstream. It is sort of like that structure, so it is slowly introducing me
back into mainstream teaching’. Unlike the first round of interviews, where adjustment concerns had
been expressed by a small number of students regarding the mainstream aspects of UDL, these students
seem to have adjusted well and understood the potential transition benefits this type of learning offered.

Students were positive about the structural aspects of UDL. Only one comment was made about the
increased movement between classes occasionally leading to overstimulation: ‘ : : : now it just feels very
like busy, like rushed, moving from classroom to classroom’ (Sapphire). This observation seemed to be
isolated to this student rather than being a widespread challenge. Only Jack made a comment that
reflected a loss of autonomy: ‘ : : : having to slow down for other people, like if they’re not up to date
then and I have to sit and wait for a time’. Although they had adjusted to the new pedagogy, Sapphire
still expressed the need for more structured emotional support and missed the close-knit relationships
they had with peers and teachers in earlier years. Some students enjoyed the greater challenge
compared to distance education; others found the additional challenge stressful or said their lessons did
not challenge them enough.

Teaching Materials

An instructional unit of study was collected from teachers in each subject area (maths, history,
geography, English, art, and personal development, health and physical education). These were
analysed via content analysis according to the principles of UDL. Each unit was designed to last over a
10-week term, with direct instruction and learning activities lasting 7–8 weeks, giving students 2–3
weeks to complete a project of their choice to demonstrate their mastery of the unit’s learning
outcomes.

Analysis revealed that all instructional units included the three principles of UDL, but student
choice was mostly reserved for the assessment portion of the unit. The template for lesson plans
encouraged this by making options for representation, engagement, and expression integral parts of
every lesson (see Figure 1 for an example of a typical lesson plan written on the template).

Figure 1. Example of UDL Lesson Plan.
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Students had several options for assessment to choose from, including the option to come up with
their own way to express what they had learned and negotiate this with their teachers. Examples of
choice of expression included but were not limited to essay, song, poem, journal entry, video, podcast,
interview, or speech. Teachers marked all assessments using a standard rubric that was created by the
teachers during the UDL assessment workshop held prior to the implementation of UDL pedagogy (see
Figure 2 for an example of an assessment rubric).

Professional Development and Consultation

Researchers employed content analysis procedures to analyse teacher comments during meetings,
professional learning sessions, and researcher diaries. Some of the issues that emerged, especially
during the early meetings, were related to staff anxiety. Staff were anxious around the change of model
and being ‘de-skilled’ owing to a lack of programming experience in the distance education model used
by the school to this point. They also expressed the concern that they had limited subject-specific
curriculum knowledge, due to being a small staff and were concerned about who would do the
programming for specific subjects if none of them were trained in those areas. This concern was
addressed through staff meetings and professional learning sessions, where teachers worked with the
curriculum to determine what the unit learning outcomes should be and how to provide the means for
students to meet them.

During the first professional learning session, teachers expressed concern about what assessment
would look like. They were worried that there were no prescriptive UDL models they could use for this.
This was addressed by planning an additional professional learning session focused on assessment, in
line with Timperley et al.’s (2007) model. During this session, teachers workshopped assessment ideas
with each other and the university partners.

Figure 2. UDL Assessment Rubric.

Australasian Journal of Special and Inclusive Education 71

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.7 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.7


Staff were concerned about getting the units written and ready to go by the start of the school year in
2021. The school’s leadership team collaborated with teaching staff to design a way to provide extra
preparation time for each staff member to get this done. This enabled staff to finish some units early
and pilot them at the end of 2020. By the beginning of 2021, teachers were well on their way to having
all four units for the year designed, and by the end of 2021, they were all ready to teach in 2022. Quality
control was another issue raised by teaching staff. This was resolved by again using the BES model
(Timperley et al., 2007), with the university partner providing consultation and evaluation through
classroom observation and advice on the unit designs. Teachers also worked in pairs to assist each other
with ideas and ensure conformity to the principles of UDL.

Classroom Observations

The first author observed five classes, one time each, during 2021 (COVID-19 restrictions prevented
continued observations). The UDL Observation Tool (Basham et al., 2020) was used to collect data
during classroom observations. The tool is a checklist that asks the observer to tick a box if students
experience ideas and information in multiple ways, express their comprehension in multiple ways, and
are provided multiple options for engagement.

The observer ticked every box in each observation, which indicates a high level of fidelity (100%) to
the principles of UDL when teachers were designing and implementing instructional units. She also
observed that students were very engaged throughout the lessons and that teachers provided students
with a balance of teacher- and student-focused teaching and learning. The observer made several
suggestions, including finding more ways to involve the students kinaesthetically and to provide
students with more choice. When debriefing with teachers afterwards, the discussion revealed that
teachers were hoping to support the development of students’ self-determination skills by providing
them with only a limited amount of choice at first, then slowly increasing the number of decisions they
had in terms of their learning.

Attendance and Discipline Referral Data

Attendance and office discipline referral data were collected from the beginning of the school year in
2019 to the end of the school year in 2022. These data were analysed via descriptive statistics and
plotted on graphs. It should be noted that the onset of the global pandemic in 2020 resulted in
lockdowns in 2020 and 2021, affecting how students were able to access education.

Attendance
Records indicated an improvement in attendance from 2019, when the students were still doing
distance education, to 2021, the year of full implementation of UDL. Average daily student attendance
was 53% in 2019. In 2020, teachers began to pilot UDL units and attendance increased to an average of
66%. In 2021, attendance remained steady in Terms 1 and 2, but a lockdown precipitated by the global
pandemic resulted in no students attending school in Term 3, and difficulty encouraging students to
attend in Term 4. This still resulted in an average of 63% of students attending for the year. In the
following year, 2022, lockdowns had ceased and attendance remained stable, with an average of 62% of
students attending. A graphic representation of attendance can be found in Figure 3.

Office discipline referrals
Office discipline referrals occur when a student requires more emotional and/or behavioural support
than can be given in the classroom during a lesson. The teacher typically ensures the student is safe and
is escorted to the office, where a member of the school’s leadership team can provide individual
intensive support. Although there was a definite reduction in office referrals from 2019 to 2020 (62%)
and again from 2020 to 2021 (65%), with an overall 89.3% reduction in referrals, care must be taken
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when interpreting these results, as there were nearly 15 weeks of reduced numbers in 2021 because of
pandemic lockdowns. Promisingly, referrals were reduced again in 2022 (23%), when there were no
lockdowns and students returned to a regular school schedule (see Figure 4 for a visual representation).

Discussion
The aim of this project was to explore the implementation of UDL as a replacement for distance
education in a special school in NSW, Australia. This study was innovative in that it is the first of its
kind in Australia to investigate the use of UDL in a special school for students with EBD. Another
unique feature of the study was its collaborative nature. Using the BES model (Timperley et al., 2007) as
a guide, the preparation phase of the project highlighted the benefits of collaboration between a school

Figure 3. Average Attendance.

Figure 4. Office Discipline Referrals.
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and a university partner, as well as the advantages of working in instructional design teams. One of the
most important aspects of this phase was the willingness of the school leadership team to hear the
concerns of the teachers and work with them and the university partners to make sure teachers felt
heard, valued, and supported.

Results of the teacher surveys indicated that teachers appreciated the synergy between the university
and school partners, particularly around professional learning, advice on unit design, and classroom
observations. This finding is well aligned with the first inquiry of the BES (Timperley et al., 2007),
which asks teachers to determine their own learning needs, action this, then engage students in new
experiences. The second inquiry has teachers involved in evaluating the impact of these actions, which
is the purpose of this study.

The first research question asked about teacher perceptions of the effectiveness of implementing
face-to-face UDL to replace distance education. The results of the analysis of the teacher surveys
revealed that, despite initial hesitancy, overall, teachers perceived UDL to be very effective in improving
teaching and learning, especially when compared to distance education. Results of teacher surveys
indicated that teachers felt that students were more engaged, and they perceived themselves to be more
efficacious. This is supported by the results of a study by Hainline (2022), who found that teachers
perceived that UDL improved the engagement of students who were previously unengaged.

Overall, the teachers at the school developed a sound understanding of UDL principles and
demonstrated a strong capacity to implement these in their lesson planning and delivery. They
expressed in each round of surveys that they had felt well supported during the implementation,
highlighting the importance of strong, effective leadership that supported but also empowered teachers,
leading to the successful implementation of UDL in this school.

The second research question was centred on student perspectives, which was a unique
characteristic of the current study. Like teachers, students were hesitant initially about the transition
from distance learning, but most came to appreciate the structure of the pedagogy and felt it would
prepare them for learning in future settings. Although the development of autonomy is one key
principle of UDL (CAST, 2018), almost half the students felt that the introduction of UDL and direct
teaching had negatively impacted their autonomy.

Although the school provided a ‘safe haven’ for many students who had not coped in traditional
schools, students were very aware that their future education would likely involve a transition back into
some form of mainstream schooling. From their perspective, the structural aspects of UDL pedagogy
provided an opportunity to adjust to this reintegration. This finding suggests that one of the key aims of
introducing UDL — to facilitate students’ reintegration into their home schools — had been
conceptually met. Although no students were actually reintegrated, they were open to the idea. Since
student views were a unique aspect of the current study, no similar research could be found with which
to compare these findings. Research on the perspectives of students with disability around the
implementation of UDL in higher education settings is mostly positive, with students suggesting that
UDL is helpful in improving their learning (Black et al., 2015) and engagement (F. G. Smith, 2012).

A comparison between teacher and student perceptions revealed disparities between teachers’ views
on how students responded to UDL pedagogy, and what students reported their actual experiences to
be. The results of the pre-implementation teacher survey indicated that student adjustment was not a
strong concern. This contrasts with the first round of student interviews, in which students described
having quite significant difficulties adjusting and lamented the loss of emotional support because of
their teachers’ new focus on direct instruction. In the mid-implementation survey, this disparity
continued, with teachers again failing to identify adjustment as a potential challenge for students,
although some students continued to struggle with adjustment.

The second area of disparity relates to what teachers expected would be the learning benefits from
UDL pedagogy. Although both groups cited learning outcomes as a major benefit of UDL, the focus
was quite different. Most teacher responses focused on systemic benefits of UDL and a more
streamlined approach to learning, citing clearer learning expectations, greater consistency and more
choice or flexibility as reasons students might appreciate the new pedagogy. No teachers mentioned the
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change in their own role as a reason students may benefit from UDL. This contrasts with student
responses, which placed a very high value on the benefits of their teachers having greater input into
programming and delivering face-to-face instruction themselves.

The third area of disparity was the similarity to mainstream. Although students in the first round of
interviews identified this as a major change in approach, with many saying it provided a helpful
transition for their future education, none of the teachers noted this as a barrier or benefit of UDL. One
reason for this may be that the teachers, through their professional learning, had learned about the
differences between UDL pedagogy and traditional, mainstream approaches to education, and were
more focused on the learning benefits that UDL could provide. Students’ responses, on the other hand,
tended to focus more on structural issues. When asked how their classes had changed, they mentioned
things like changing classrooms and teachers for different subjects, working in groups, and receiving
direct instruction rather than working alone on distance education courses.

The final area of disparity was loss of autonomy. Students in the first round of interviews felt that the
introduction of UDL pedagogy had impacted negatively on their autonomy, yet this issue was not
raised at all by teachers in their survey responses. This may be due to the nature of the instrument, with
the survey allowing only limited space for answers, and teachers may have provided more nuanced
answers in interviews.

The third research question sought to discover the barriers and enablers of UDL design and
implementation. Interestingly, most facets that teachers cited as barriers were also cited as enablers;
these were (a) structural and staffing issues, (b) knowledge and confidence, (c) time, (d) understanding
of UDL and how implement it, (e) information and guidance, (f) professional learning and support,
and (g) collaboration. Many of these were cited as barriers in the first survey but ended up being
enablers at the end of a year of implementation. The school leadership team was able to facilitate these
changes by listening to teachers and providing them with support to eliminate the barriers — for
example, the provision of bespoke professional learning based on teacher requests and rearranging the
timetable so that teachers had extra time to plan units of study and collaborate with each other and
university partners.

Hainline (2022) found that teachers valued both the training and use of UDL. The teachers in that
study felt that student engagement and participation increased, as did student enjoyment of content.
They also mentioned that they themselves had more open mindsets regarding students and increased
confidence in their abilities to help all learners. It should be noted that as there is no accepted
prescription of how schools/classrooms should implement UDL, there is variation throughout the
literature on how it is implemented and its efficacy (Ok et al., 2017). In this particular case, the use of
Timperley et al.’s (2007) BES model in the current study, where barriers were identified and addressed
throughout the year, may account for the change in teacher perceptions over time (i.e., barriers
becoming enablers).

Lastly, the researchers sought to identify any effects that replacing distance education with face-to-
face UDL instruction had on attendance and behaviour. Although the effects of lockdowns and school
closures caused by the global pandemic likely affected the results regarding attendance and office
referrals, the results are promising, with improvements in attendance and a significant reduction in
office discipline referrals continuing into the end of 2022. This finding is in alignment with the work of
Zaheer et al. (2019), who found that when lessons are well designed, engaging, and relevant to students,
they are less likely to be disruptive.

Strengths and Limitations

The main strength of this study is that it was the first of its kind to explore the use of UDL
implementation in a special school for students with EBD. It was also the first study to seek school-age
student perspectives about whether UDL helped to improve their learning and to explore the effects of
UDL on attendance and behaviour. The authors recognise that the study also had several limitations.
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The first and main limitation is that the study was largely action research, conducted in a small
special school in metropolitan Sydney, therefore resulting in a very small sample of teacher and student
participants. Although there were initially 10 teacher and 14 student participants, by the end of the
school year there were only three teacher and three student participants. This drop in numbers
(and limitation) is attributable to the effects of the global pandemic and the subsequent lockdowns,
which very negatively affected school attendance overall. The professional learning, UDL design, and
implementation were very contextualised to this setting. The second limitation was the global
pandemic, which caused two separate lockdowns in 2020 and 2021, thus impacting the data on
attendance and behaviour. Considering these limitations, care should be taken when interpreting and
generalising the results of the study.

Recommendations for Practice and Future Research

As with any educational initiative, the school should continue to collect data on student attendance,
behaviour, and academic outcomes and adjust their responses accordingly. There are several
recommendations for schools (especially special schools) that intend to implement UDL. School
leaders should survey teachers to tailor any professional development to their needs. Professional
development in UDL should also provide teachers with information about how to support students’
self-determination skills in the context of the UDL principle of choice. Teachers in the current study
valued teamwork and peer review of their unit plans and UDL practices. In addition to professional
development, prioritising staff collaboration may go a long way in alleviating any anxiety teachers may
feel about using UDL to design and deliver their instruction, therefore building capacity.

The results of the analysis suggest three student-focused recommendations for practice. Students
should be monitored closely for distress, especially during the early implementation phase, and be
supported appropriately, as this may be a significant change for them. Monitoring is particularly
relevant for students with emotional disability, who often have difficulty with change. Teachers should
ensure that lesson/unit design and programming allow for extension activities for students with high
ability. The provision of social skills training on effective group work and providing students with more
choice around whether they work in groups or independently will support student behaviour, social
skills, autonomy, and self-determination.

Although the results of this study were favourable regarding replacing a distance education model
with UDL pedagogy at a special school, there are areas that would benefit from further research. Future
research could include empirical research with larger participant groups. Student perceptions should be
included in future studies in both inclusive and special settings to provide a level of social validation.
Studies that include data about attendance and behaviour for all students when UDL practices are
implemented could provide more insight into the effects of UDL on student social and emotional
outcomes.

References
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. (2020). People with disability in Australia 2020: In brief (Cat. no. DIS 77). https://

www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/7005c061-1c6e-490c-90c2-f2dd2773eb89/aihw-dis-77.pdf.aspx?inline= true
Basham, J. D., Gardner, J. E., & Smith, S. J. (2020). Measuring the implementation of UDL in classrooms and schools: Initial

field test results. Remedial and Special Education, 41(4), 231–243. https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932520908015
Bengtsson, M. (2016). How to plan and perform a qualitative study using content analysis. NursingPlus Open, 2, 8–14. https://

doi.org/10.1016/j.npls.2016.01.001
Black, R. D., Weinberg, L. A., & Brodwin, M. G. (2015). Universal design for learning and instruction: Perspectives of students

with disabilities in higher education. Exceptionality Education International, 25(2), 1–26. https://doi.org/10.5206/eei.v25i2.
7723

CAST. (2018). Universal design for learning guidelines Version 2.2. http://udlguidelines.cast.org
Cheney, D. A., Cumming, T. M., & Slemrod, T. (2013). Secondary education and promising practices for students with

emotional/behavioral disorders. In H. M. Walker & F. M. Gresham (Eds.), Handbook of evidence-based practices for
emotional and behavioral disorders: Applications in schools (pp. 344–360). Guilford Press.

76 Therese M. Cumming and Lisa Gilanyi

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.7 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/7005c061-1c6e-490c-90c2-f2dd2773eb89/aihw-dis-77.pdf.aspx?inline=true
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/7005c061-1c6e-490c-90c2-f2dd2773eb89/aihw-dis-77.pdf.aspx?inline=true
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/7005c061-1c6e-490c-90c2-f2dd2773eb89/aihw-dis-77.pdf.aspx?inline=true
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932520908015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.npls.2016.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.npls.2016.01.001
https://doi.org/10.5206/eei.v25i2.7723
https://doi.org/10.5206/eei.v25i2.7723
http://udlguidelines.cast.org
https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.7


Crevecoeur, Y. C., Sorenson, S. E., Mayorga, V., & Gonzalez, A. P. (2014). Universal design for learning in K-12 educational
settings: A review of group comparison and single-subject intervention studies. The Journal of Special Education
Apprenticeship, 3(2), 1–23. https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/josea/vol3/iss2/1

Flick, U. (Ed.). (2014). The SAGE handbook of qualitative data analysis. SAGE Publications. https://doi.org/10.4135/
9781446282243

Hainline, A. D. (2022). The effect of universal design for learning on student engagement and achievement in a southwest
Missouri school district (Publication No. 733). [Doctoral dissertation, Lindenwood University]. https://digitalcommons.
lindenwood.edu/dissertations/733

Hunt, C. L. (2021). Universal design for learning and academic interventions for students with emotional and behavioral disorders.
CAST & UDL-IRN. https://www.learningdesigned.org/resource/udl-interventions-emotional-behavioral-disorders

McKenna, J. W., & Ciullo, S. (2016). Typical reading instructional practices provided to students with emotional and
behavioral disorders in a residential and day treatment setting: A mixed methods study. Residential Treatment for Children
& Youth, 33(3–4), 225–246. https://doi.org/10.1080/0886571X.2016.1207217

Meyer, A., Rose, D. H., & Gordon, D. (2014).Universal design for learning: Theory and practice. CAST Professional Publishing.
Mitchell, B. S., Kern, L., & Conroy, M. A. (2019). Supporting students with emotional or behavioral disorders: State of the field.

Behavioral Disorders, 44(2), 70–84. https://doi.org/10.1177/0198742918816518
Nelson, L. L., & Basham, J. (2014). A blueprint for UDL: Considering the design of implementation. UDL-IRN. https://www.

learningdesigned.org/sites/default/files/Nelson_Basham_2014.pdf
Ok, M. W., Rao, K., Bryant, B. R., & McDougall, D. (2017). Universal design for learning in pre-K to Grade 12 classrooms:

A systematic review of research. Exceptionality, 25(2), 116–138. https://doi.org/10.1080/09362835.2016.1196450
Samuels, A. J. (2018). Exploring culturally responsive pedagogy: Teachers’ perspectives on fostering equitable and inclusive

classrooms. SRATE Journal, 27(1), 22–30.
Scarparolo, G., & MacKinnon, S. (2022). Student voice as part of differentiated instruction: Students’ perspectives. Educational

Review. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2022.2047617
Smith, F. G. (2012). Analyzing a college course that adheres to the universal design for learning (UDL) framework. Journal of

the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, 12(3), 31–61.
Smith, S. J., Rao, K., Lowrey, K. A., Gardner, J. E., Moore, E., Coy, K., Marino, M., &Wojcik, B. (2019). Recommendations for a

national research agenda in UDL: Outcomes from the UDL-IRN preconference on research. Journal of Disability Policy
Studies, 30(3), 174–185. https://doi.org/10.1177/1044207319826219

Timperley, H., Wilson, A., Barrar, H., & Fung, I. (2007). Teacher professional learning and development: Best evidence synthesis
iteration [BES]. Ministry of Education. https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/goto/BES

Zaheer, I., Maggin, D., McDaniel, S., McIntosh, K., Rodriguez, B. J., & Fogt, J. B. (2019). Implementation of promising
practices that support students with emotional and behavioral disorders. Behavioral Disorders, 44(2), 117–128. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0198742918821331

Cite this article: Cumming, T. M. & Gilanyi, L. (2023). ‘Our classes are like mainstream school now’: Implementing universal
design for learning at a special school. Australasian Journal of Special and Inclusive Education 47, 63–77. https://doi.org/
10.1017/jsi.2023.7

Australasian Journal of Special and Inclusive Education 77

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.7 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/josea/vol3/iss2/1
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446282243
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446282243
https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/dissertations/733
https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/dissertations/733
https://www.learningdesigned.org/resource/udl-interventions-emotional-behavioral-disorders
https://doi.org/10.1080/0886571X.2016.1207217
https://doi.org/10.1177/0198742918816518
https://www.learningdesigned.org/sites/default/files/Nelson_Basham_2014.pdf
https://www.learningdesigned.org/sites/default/files/Nelson_Basham_2014.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/09362835.2016.1196450
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2022.2047617
https://doi.org/10.1177/1044207319826219
https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/goto/BES
https://doi.org/10.1177/0198742918821331
https://doi.org/10.1177/0198742918821331
https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.7
https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.7
https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.7

	`Our Classes Are Like Mainstream School Now': Implementing Universal Design for Learning at a Special School&dagger;
	temp:book:Section1_2
	Universal Design for Learning

	Background
	Method
	Research Design and Procedure
	Setting
	Participants
	Analysis

	Results
	Teacher Surveys
	Pre-implementation surveys
	Mid-implementation surveys
	Post-implementation surveys

	Student Interviews
	Initial interviews
	Final interviews

	Teaching Materials
	Professional Development and Consultation
	Classroom Observations
	Attendance and Discipline Referral Data
	Attendance
	Office discipline referrals


	Discussion
	Strengths and Limitations
	Recommendations for Practice and Future Research

	References


