
Improving Equity, Access, and Inclusion in 
Online Courses with Universal Design for 
Learning

Enduring and situational barriers to learning are well-documented 
throughout the literature (Fenrich et al., 2018), including academic, 
cultural, financial, technological, instructional, and institutional barriers 
(Novak & Thibodeau, 2016). Recent research has shown that these 
barriers may be more prevalent in online courses (Rao et al., 2015), 
and encountered more often by students with disabilities (Seok et al., 
2018), first-generation college students (Tobin & Behling, 2015), and 
students from marginalized backgrounds (Rickerson & Dietz, 2003). As 
OT programs recruit and admit students from diverse backgrounds, 
faculty must be prepared to examine and critique their instructional 
design in the spirit of equity. Minimizing the barriers that students face 
in our curricula and meeting a variety of learning needs contributes to 
necessary equity, access, and inclusion within the profession. In 
addition, providing full access to education without disadvantaging any 
students is consistent with OT’s values (Rickerson & Dietz, 2003), 
supports pursuit of occupational and social justice, and models for 
students practices that they can use to provide inclusive education to 
others in their future careers (Rickerson & Dietz, 2003).

Equity, Access, and Inclusion

by Jeni Dulek, OTD, OTR/L; Italia Alvarez, OTS; Kiana Arvand, OTS; Madyson Vanover, OTS; and Angie Williamson, OTS

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) offers principles and practices that 
allow all learners to access rigorous coursework by making instruction 
accessible, flexible, and equitable. According to Hall et al. (2004, p. 7),

“a UDL curriculum takes on 
the burden of adaptation so that the student doesn’t 

have to, 
minimizing barriers and 

maximizing access 
to both information and learning.”

UDL moves instruction away from the traditional approach involving 
lecture and reading to an approach grounded in neuroscience and 
insights into how humans learn (Meyer et al., 2014). According to Meyer 
et al., (2014), this involves three learning networks, each with a related 
instructional method: 
● the recognition learning network, requiring multiple, flexible methods 

of presentation or representation
● the affective learning network, requiring multiple, flexible options for 

engagement
● the strategic learning network, requiring multiple, flexible methods of 

action and expression

The Need for Inclusive Instruction

Universal Design for Learning

Research suggests that the use of UDL in course design can result in 
improved equity, access, and inclusion for students experiencing a 
variety of barriers to learning (Kennette & Wilson, 2019; Rao et al., 
2015). In a systematic review of literature involving UDL in a 
postsecondary educational setting, Seok et al. (2018) found that of the 
17 studies examined, 15 found that principles of UDL enhance access to 
knowledge for students with and without disabilities. In addition, multiple 
authors have argued that UDL meets the needs of diverse learners 
(Novak & Tucker, 2021; Novak & Thibodeau, 2016), including students 
of varying cultures and races (Fritzgerald, 2020), and those who access 
their learning on mobile devices and/or from a variety of remote 
locations (Tobin & Behling, 2018).
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