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WHAT IS UDL?

M U L T I P L E  M E A N S  O F  E N G A G E M E N T
Engagement is more than paying attention or enjoying an activity. True engagement happens
when students feel safe and respected for who they are, and when they have the tools and
beliefs needed to keep going, even when learning feels challenging.
To cultivate engagement, teachers connect learning to students’ lives, create classrooms
where students experience belonging and purpose, teach strategies for effective
collaboration, and provide supports that help students persist through difficulty and build
motivation over time.

Why is it best practice?

To strengthen critical thinking, problem solving, and creativity, we must provide students with
flexible options for how they demonstrate their knowledge and skills through assessment. At
the same time, we can support their productivity and time management by offering tools and
choices that help them develop effective strategies for planning, monitoring, and refining
their work.

Students bring varied strengths and areas for growth in perception, language, and
comprehension. To build deep knowledge and understanding, teachers need to provide
multiple pathways and materials for learning while ensuring that students have opportunities
to reflect on and apply their learning in meaningful ways.
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If you are new to the term Universal Design for Learning, or UDL, you may be wondering what it means
for everyday teaching. UDL is a framework that helps educators design lessons that are flexible enough
to meet the needs of all learners while also providing opportunities for students to become more self-
aware and self-directed in their learning journey. UDL encourages us to plan intentionally from the start
so learning is accessible, inclusive, and appropriately challenging for everyone.

UDL supports teachers in creating flexible pathways that enable all students to work toward firm, grade-
level, rigorous goals anchored in clear success criteria. When educators use UDL principles to design and
deliver instruction, they create conditions for students to develop learner agency. We do this by
designing for:

M U L T I P L E  M E A N S  O F  R E P R E S E N T A T I O N

M U L T I P L E  M E A N S  O F  A C T I O N  &  E X P R E S S I O N
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GETTING STARTED

If you are committed to honoring the beautifully diverse strengths and needs of the learners in your
classroom, UDL is for you. At the same time, many educators look at the UDL Guidelines and wonder
what this actually looks like on Tuesday morning. The biggest challenge is often not understanding UDL,
but envisioning how to facilitate and pace a lesson designed with UDL in mind.

It is important to remember that UDL is an expansive framework that can’t be learned in a day. Think of
it more like learning a new language. It takes time, becomes more natural with practice, and develops
gradually. This guide connects the UDL Planning Protocol to the realities of classroom implementation,
helping teachers translate intentional design into day-to-day instruction.

The structures in this guide are offered as a recipe, not a script. Teachers will make them their own by
considering their students, content, and available time. A UDL lesson may unfold across multiple class
periods, with space for welcoming routines, framing the learning, flexible pathways, and assessment
distributed thoughtfully rather than compressed into a single block.

This Teacher’s Guide includes resources, planning tools, and examples to support lesson design, pacing,
and facilitation so educators can move from planning with UDL to teaching with UDL. The core
components of a UDL curriculum include goals, methods, materials, assessment, and the learning
environment. Each section of this guide offers concrete strategies for bringing those components to life
in daily instruction.
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https://udlguidelines.cast.org/
https://www.novakeducation.com/hubfs/Resources/Novak%20UDL%20Lesson%20Planning%20Protocol%202025.pdf
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GUIDANCE FOR
DESIGNING A UDL LESSON

Before we think about methods or materials, we need to look at the space where learning happens.
The environment includes both the physical setup of the classroom and the social–emotional
conditions that shape how students feel, focus, and interact. These are factors we can actually
control, and small shifts can make a big difference.

Before designing your lesson, consider the barriers that may exist in the learning environment. For
UDL to be effective, students need opportunities to manage their attention and emotions,
collaborate productively, and use available scaffolds and supports independently. Creating this kind
of environment may require intentionally teaching these skills, such as how to work with a partner
or how to use classroom tools, before offering them as meaningful choices within a lesson.

The considerations below can help you identify common barriers to proactively address when
examining your learning environment.

A D V A N C E D  C O N S I D E R A T I O N S

Do you consistently offer reminders, models, and scaffolds to assist learners in managing and
directing their attention and emotional responses? For example, do you offer options for
stress release, such as fidget tools, mindfulness breaks, opportunities for movement, allowing
students to listen to music, or predictable routines that help students feel calm and ready to
learn?

Does your classroom offer flexible and accessible spaces that support both learning and
emotional well-being? For example, are there standing options, collaborative clusters, quiet
areas, or noise-cancelling headphones for students who need a reset, and spaces where
students can access materials and resources without needing to ask permission or draw
attention to themselves?

If you expect student collaboration, do you intentionally build the social and emotional skills
needed for positive interaction? For example, do you provide roles, use protocols, teach how
to give and receive feedback respectfully, and design specific lessons about collaboration
before providing students with the choice to work with partners?

Setting the Stage

Novak Education  |  novakeducation.com

https://7288705.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/7288705/Inclusive%20Learning%20Environment%20Observation%20Tool.pdf
https://www.novakeducation.com/hubfs/Blog%20Graphics/UDL_SEL_Infographic.pdf
https://www.novakeducation.com/hubfs/Blog%20Graphics/UDL_SEL_Infographic.pdf
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rAC8xKDLRP8PwTuICbC3GBUsqpa6fyiJzow5gOf5Wc8/copy?sharing=
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rAC8xKDLRP8PwTuICbC3GBUsqpa6fyiJzow5gOf5Wc8/copy?sharing=
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rAC8xKDLRP8PwTuICbC3GBUsqpa6fyiJzow5gOf5Wc8/copy?sharing=
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rAC8xKDLRP8PwTuICbC3GBUsqpa6fyiJzow5gOf5Wc8/copy?sharing=
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rAC8xKDLRP8PwTuICbC3GBUsqpa6fyiJzow5gOf5Wc8/copy?sharing=
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rAC8xKDLRP8PwTuICbC3GBUsqpa6fyiJzow5gOf5Wc8/copy?sharing=
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rAC8xKDLRP8PwTuICbC3GBUsqpa6fyiJzow5gOf5Wc8/copy?sharing=
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rAC8xKDLRP8PwTuICbC3GBUsqpa6fyiJzow5gOf5Wc8/copy?sharing=
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rAC8xKDLRP8PwTuICbC3GBUsqpa6fyiJzow5gOf5Wc8/copy?sharing=
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rAC8xKDLRP8PwTuICbC3GBUsqpa6fyiJzow5gOf5Wc8/copy?sharing=
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rAC8xKDLRP8PwTuICbC3GBUsqpa6fyiJzow5gOf5Wc8/copy?sharing=
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rAC8xKDLRP8PwTuICbC3GBUsqpa6fyiJzow5gOf5Wc8/copy?sharing=
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rAC8xKDLRP8PwTuICbC3GBUsqpa6fyiJzow5gOf5Wc8/copy?sharing=
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1rAC8xKDLRP8PwTuICbC3GBUsqpa6fyiJzow5gOf5Wc8/copy?sharing=


The tips below include ideas for welcoming routines and strategies that connect students to the goal
and success criteria while activating prior knowledge.

Instead of the teacher always presenting the learning objective, ask a student or a small group to
explain why the objective matters. They might create a short explanation, a visual, or an example
from real life to share with the class. In higher grades, encourage creativity, voice, and even light
humor or satire to build ownership.

A brief learning check before the lesson helps you and students see what is already understood in
relation to the success criteria. This might be a few quick questions on paper, a short digital form,
or a problem to discuss with a partner so students can enter the lesson with more self-awareness
of their current understanding, strengths, and next steps for growth.
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GOALS

At the beginning of every lesson, share the learning objective and the success criteria so expectations
are clear. Make it crystal clear: “When this lesson is over, you will know or be able to do [insert
objective], and here is how you will know you are successful.” 

Either right before or right after sharing the learning objective, it is critical to include a welcoming and
inclusive activity that connects directly to that objective, building belonging while inviting students into
the work ahead. This might include a brief community connection, a turn-and-talk, or a quick check-in
that helps students feel seen, regulated, and ready to learn.

To foster self-assessment and reflection, provide time for students to consider what they already know
about the learning objective, essential question, and success criteria. The warm-up should help
students activate background knowledge, surface questions, and begin to plan how they will approach
learning.

Goal Setting Warm-up

Be sure to share the learning
objective in multiple ways. Say
it orally, write it on the board,
or include it on handouts,
assessments, etc… If prompted,
every student should be able to
answer the question, “What
are you learning today and
why?”

Google or Doodle: Provide 5 minutes for students to work alone
or with partners to list or sketch everything they already know
that relates to the learning objective. If they don’t have
background knowledge yet, provide them with a resource (i.e., a
Chromebook with Google), images, text, or a chat with AI to give
them some background.

Project an image connected to the learning objective and ask
students what they notice and how it relates to the success
criteria. Students can respond through discussion, quick
sketches, or a turn-and-talk.
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https://www.novakeducation.com/blog/resource-to-meaningfully-integrate-sel
https://www.novakeducation.com/blog/resource-to-meaningfully-integrate-sel
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Framing Instruction
A universally designed lesson does not require a whole-group mini-lesson or explicit instruction.
Teachers may frame a task or facilitate collective learning in many ways, including inquiry, modeling,
discussion, or collaborative exploration. After sharing the learning objective and success criteria, there
should be intentional framing to help students understand the task and the options available to them. If
explicit instruction is used, it should align with research and be concise, chunked, and accessible so all
learners can engage. The four components of a mini-lesson, outlined below, provide helpful structure
when explicit instruction is included: connection, teaching, active engagement, and link.
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After the mini-lesson, have
students create personal goals
for how they will learn the
content, express their learning,
and challenge themselves
throughout the process.

The connection sets the purpose for learning. From the start, make it
clear how the objective is relevant, authentic, and meaningful to
students. Explain why the lesson matters and how it connects to their
growth. If you incorporated a warm-up activity that activated thinking
or surfaced prior knowledge, you may have already established this
connection.

C O N N E C T I O N

Teacher-directed instruction, or clear framing of the lesson structure and options, can provide a strong
foundation before students personalize their next steps. When explicit instruction is used, avoid
relying on a single representation. Research on multimedia learning and cognitive load shows that
students benefit from complementary formats, such as brief explanations paired with visuals,
modeling, or worked examples. Keep instruction concise, chunked, and supported with guided
processing. Recording instruction can also increase access, allowing students to revisit content at their
own pace and strengthen ownership of their learning.

T E A C H I N G

Provide students with brief opportunities to actively engage in a safe, informal, formative
assessment at least every 10 minutes. Short and sweet ideas for active engagement are below.

A C T I V E  E N G A G E M E N T

Turn and talk, “think, pair, share,” or numbered heads together
Mini whiteboards 
Hand signals like “Fist to five” or “thumbs up, thumbs down”
Quick writes or completing short formative assessment

Short and sweet options for active engagement

Concept mapping
Previewing a chapter or selection
Note-making
Completing outline/graphic organizer

https://www.novakeducation.com/blog/chunking-explicit-instruction-a-simple-strategy-for-big-results-10-min
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BBe explicit in linking back to the learning objective and success criteria before moving students
into practice. Invite them to choose a pathway that helps them work toward those criteria. For
example, “Now that you understand today’s objective and what success looks like, choose the
option that will best help you strengthen your understanding.” You might also give students a
moment to set a focused goal before they choose a pathway.

L I N K

Self-Differentiated Learning 
This is the magic of UDL, where you have to consider how to create a “buffet” of methods and
materials so students can choose the strategies or materials they need to learn. The complexity lies in
ensuring that every student experiences both appropriate stretch and meaningful support. You may set
this up as a station rotation, a blended learning playlist, a choice board, or by simply sharing with the
students what options they have. The key here is to focus on the clear learning objective. It is also
important to remember that too much choice can create barriers, so when providing options, 2-4 is the
sweet spot (Patall, Cooper, & Robinson, 2008). Below are some ideas for self-differentiated learning
routines.

METHODS & MATERIALS

When students are learning from a text such as a textbook, primary source, article, or audiobook, it is
essential to be clear about the role that reading is playing in the lesson. The science of reading tells us
that students develop strong literacy skills through explicit, systematic instruction in phonemic
awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension. That instruction requires structured
practice with print, modeling, feedback, and opportunities to build automaticity over time.

At the same time, students should not be prevented from accessing grade-level ideas and knowledge
while they are still developing those foundational skills. Reading to learn is different from learning to
read. When the objective centers on content understanding rather than decoding or fluency,
providing flexible access points can remove barriers without lowering expectations. The key is to
match supports to the purpose of the text so rigor is preserved and the learning target remains clear.
Once you are clear about the purpose of the text and how it connects to the objective and success
criteria, ask yourself:

. Can you offer options for how students engage with the text? Students might choose from a
classroom library, curated online sources, or teacher-selected resources that match the same
learning target. Providing choice in texts can support engagement and access as long as all options
lead to the same ideas and expectations.

If all students are using the same text, can you offer flexible ways to interact with it when that aligns
with the reading goal? Options might include reading independently, reading with a partner, listening
to an audio version, using speech-to-text or text-to-speech tools, or following along with a teacher
reading in a small group. These choices reduce barriers while keeping the focus on the standard.

A C C E S S  A  T E X T  

https://www.novakeducation.com/blog/how-to-make-station-rotations-effective-in-your-learning-environment
https://www.novakeducation.com/blog/learning-playlists
https://www.novakeducation.com/blog/strategies-to-make-choice-boards-more-efficient-aka-little-prep-time


METHODS & MATERIALS

Tip: When you first begin to
implement UDL, you don’t
have to provide options in
every component of your

lesson all at once. Start with
incorporating flexibility in

one component, for
example, using active

engagement strategies, and
as students become more

responsible at making
choices, you can add more

flexibility.

W A T C H  A  V I D E O
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S M A L L  G R O U P  I N S T R U C T I O N

If students have devices, consider offering flexibility in how they access video content. Rather
than projecting the video for all students to watch in the same way, provide the option to join a
whole-class viewing or watch independently with headphones. This allows students to
customize their viewing experience. Encourage them to use built-in supports such as captions,
pausing, replaying sections, adjusting playback speed, or enlarging the screen so they can
process information in ways that best support their understanding.

Consider hosting a small group during the flexible learning
portion of the lesson. Sometimes, when given the option, many
students choose direct instruction. In that case, your “small
group” may be students working independently while you
continue teaching the majority.

At other times, you may intentionally pull a small group for
additional practice, feedback, or targeted support while other
students engage in self-directed tasks. These flexible groupings
can be informal and responsive, or they can be structured
through models such as station rotation or other blended
learning approaches.

To learn more about how UDL and blended learning intersect,
check out UDL and Blended Learning or The Shift to Student-
Led, co-written with Catlin Tucker.

https://www.amazon.com/UDL-Blended-Learning-Thriving-Landscapes/dp/1948334313
https://www.amazon.com/Shift-Student-Led-Reimagining-Classroom-Workflows/dp/1948334526/ref=pd_lpo_d_sccl_1/144-2979136-4154002?pd_rd_w=tXxmZ&content-id=amzn1.sym.4c8c52db-06f8-4e42-8e56-912796f2ea6c&pf_rd_p=4c8c52db-06f8-4e42-8e56-912796f2ea6c&pf_rd_r=JP6HXKVNDN741Q3H128Z&pd_rd_wg=J0gNg&pd_rd_r=068d693a-4d12-4f4d-a7e9-79c94f07d52f&pd_rd_i=1948334526&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/Shift-Student-Led-Reimagining-Classroom-Workflows/dp/1948334526/ref=pd_lpo_d_sccl_1/144-2979136-4154002?pd_rd_w=tXxmZ&content-id=amzn1.sym.4c8c52db-06f8-4e42-8e56-912796f2ea6c&pf_rd_p=4c8c52db-06f8-4e42-8e56-912796f2ea6c&pf_rd_r=JP6HXKVNDN741Q3H128Z&pd_rd_wg=J0gNg&pd_rd_r=068d693a-4d12-4f4d-a7e9-79c94f07d52f&pd_rd_i=1948334526&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/Shift-Student-Led-Reimagining-Classroom-Workflows/dp/1948334526/ref=pd_lpo_d_sccl_1/144-2979136-4154002?pd_rd_w=tXxmZ&content-id=amzn1.sym.4c8c52db-06f8-4e42-8e56-912796f2ea6c&pf_rd_p=4c8c52db-06f8-4e42-8e56-912796f2ea6c&pf_rd_r=JP6HXKVNDN741Q3H128Z&pd_rd_wg=J0gNg&pd_rd_r=068d693a-4d12-4f4d-a7e9-79c94f07d52f&pd_rd_i=1948334526&psc=1
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ASSESSMENT

Self-Differentiated Assessment 
Assessments should honor learner variability while staying anchored to a shared target. Start by
naming the learning objective or unit goal and making the success criteria crystal clear. Then think
creatively about how students might all provide strong evidence of that same learning while using
different methods, materials, or task formats. Ask yourself, “What counts as evidence of meeting the
success criteria, and what can be flexible in how students get there or show it?” When we design for
multiple ways to access learning and demonstrate understanding, students can lean into their
strengths, use supportive tools strategically, and build self-awareness as learners, all while working
toward the same rigorous expectations.
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STEP 1

Choose a lesson objective or unit goal. What should all students know and be able to do as a result of
the learning experiences in this lesson or unit? Be precise. Determine whether the focus is
knowledge, skills, or both. Also clarify the purpose of the assessment. Are you gathering evidence
before instruction (diagnostic), during instruction (formative), or after instruction (summative)?

STEP 2

Create transparent success criteria, such as a rubric or checklist. Based on the goal, what specific
evidence would demonstrate that students truly know or can do what was outlined in Step 1? Be
explicit about what proficiency looks like. Ask yourself:

Does the success criteria align directly to the intended knowledge and skills?
Have elements unrelated to the goal been removed or minimized?
Are the criteria consistent, even if students use different methods to demonstrate learning?

STEP 3

Identify possible ways students could demonstrate that they meet the success criteria outlined in
Step 2. For example, if working toward a content standard, students might write an essay, design an
infographic with a written explanation, or produce a video response.  If the standard focuses on a
method or process, such as writing, students might choose how to organize their thinking using an
outline or a graphic organizer, or decide whether to type or handwrite their response. The goal
remains constant, even if the pathway varies. Then invite ownership by adding a prompt such as, “If
you have another idea for how you can meet or exceed the success criteria, please propose it.”

D E S I G N I N G  A N  A S S E S S M E N T
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ASSESSMENT

STEP 4

Determine which materials students are encouraged to use as scaffolds. What tools will help them
demonstrate the intended learning? Do they need formulas, word banks, graphic organizers, links to
high-quality texts, exemplars, or visual models?

Scaffolds help ensure you are measuring the intended construct, not unrelated skills. For example, if
the standard focuses on solving math equations, but the problems are written as complex word
problems, fluent reading may become a barrier. In that case, offering an option to listen to the
problem or view a visual model protects the integrity of the math standard.

UDL on Campus notes that construct-irrelevant factors can include motor coordination, working
memory, organization, time management, attention, or the ability to work under pressure. When
these factors interfere, we may not get an accurate picture of what a student truly knows about the
content. Thoughtful scaffolds keep the focus on the goal.

STEP 5

Organize the assessment so expectations and options are transparent. Whether this is shared
digitally, posted in your LMS, projected, or printed, structure it around four clear components:

Objective: In this assessment, you will demonstrate that you know or can [insert learning
objective or unit goal].

Success criteria: Provide a link to the rubric, checklist, or grading expectations. Be explicit about
what students must include to achieve mastery. For example, must they show their work, use
specific vocabulary, cite textual evidence, explain their reasoning, or apply a particular process? 

Assessment Options: Identify meaningful ways students can demonstrate the same success
criteria. For example, in history, if students are responding to a document-based question (DBQ),
all students must construct a written argument using evidence from the documents. However,
they might choose to organize their thinking with a graphic organizer or outline, draft digitally or
by hand, or use speech-to-text to compose. In both cases, the success criteria remain constant
even if the pathway varies.

Scaffolds: Provide access to tools that help students meet the success criteria. This might include
exemplars, reference sheets, graphic organizers, formula banks, vocabulary supports, or approved
digital tools. The goal is to strengthen learning without lowering expectations.
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http://udloncampus.cast.org/page/assessment_udl
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CONCLUSION

In conclusion, operationalizing a UDL lesson means taking the design process and translating it into the
day-to-day facilitation of learning. The UDL Planning Protocol helps teachers think intentionally about
goals, barriers, options, and the learning environment, and this structure helps teachers imagine how to
organize and facilitate those decisions in real classrooms. By beginning with an inclusive welcome,
sharing clear objectives and success criteria, framing learning and assessment in accessible and flexible
ways, and offering ongoing opportunities for choice and reflection, teachers create conditions where
students can make meaningful decisions about how they learn. Ultimately, UDL supports classrooms
where all students engage in rigorous learning and develop the awareness and agency to grow as
learners.
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Patall, E., Cooper, H. & Robinson, J. (2008). The Effects of Choice on Intrinsic Motivation and Related Outcomes:
A Meta-Analysis of Research Findings. Psychological bulletin. 134. 270-300. 

REFERENCES

https://www.novakeducation.com/hubfs/Resources/Novak%20UDL%20Lesson%20Planning%20Protocol%202025.pdf


WHAT'S NEXT?

Contact us to find the right path for you

Dive deeper into UDL with an online
continuing education course. Explore courses

Subscribe to the Education Table
Podcast with Katie Novak. 

Novak Academy

Listen In

Explore PD
Looking for in person or virtual learning with
a Novak team member? Explore services

http://novakeducation.com/
https://www.novakeducation.com/contact
https://www.novakeducation.com/books
https://www.novakeducation.com/novak-academy
https://www.novakeducation.com/theeducationtablepodcast
https://www.novakeducation.com/theeducationtablepodcast
https://www.novakeducation.com/professional-development
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