Why Universal Design for
Learning (UDL) Matters

Creating Opportunities for
Inclusive, Equitable Education

Edited by

Sharon Hartle
University of Verona

Emanuela Tenca

Saint Camillus International University of Health
and Medical Sciences in Rome

Series in Education

E‘ VERNON PRESS



Copyright © 2026 by the Authors.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of Vernon Art and
Science Inc.

Wwww.vernonpress.com

In the Americas: In the rest of the world:
Vernon Press Vernon Press

1000 N West Street, Suite 1200 C/Sancti Espiritu 17,
Wilmington, Delaware, 19801 Malaga, 29006

United States Spain

Series in Education

ISBN: 979-8-8819-0448-7

Product and company names mentioned in this work are the trademarks of their
respective owners. While every care has been taken in preparing this work, neither the
authors nor Vernon Art and Science Inc. may be held responsible for any loss or
damage caused or alleged to be caused directly or indirectly by the information
contained in it.

Cover design by Vernon Press with elements from Magnific.
Every effort has been made to trace all copyright holders, but if any have been

inadvertently overlooked the publisher will be pleased to include any necessary credits
in any subsequent reprint or edition.



This book offers a timely and valuable exploration of Universal Design for
Learning as a persuasive response to widening global educational
inequalities. By connecting theory, policy, and practice, it demonstrates
how UDLs flexible, learner-centred principles can aptly support
inclusion, accessibility, and equity across diverse and crisis-affected
educational contexts.

Prof. Dr. Roberta Facchinetti
Chair of English Language and Linguistics
University of Verona, Italy

“Why Universal Design for Learning (UDL) Matters” brings together a
broad range of international scholarship to demonstrate both the ethical
urgency and the practical power of UDL in contemporary education.
Combining rigorous theoretical grounding with rich case studies, the
volume spans higher education, assessment, language teaching, informal
and technology-enhanced learning, and lifelong education for migrants
and older adults. Hartle and Tenca’s edited collection shows how learner
variability can be embraced as a pedagogical resource rather than a
problem. The book offers educators, researchers, and policymakers a
compelling, research-informed vision of inclusive and equitable
education, while providing concrete strategies for removing barriers to
learning in diverse global contexts.

Franca Poppi
Professor of English Linguistics and Translation
University of Modena and Reggio Emilia, Italy

The book provides the most up-to-date investigation to date of an exciting
yet still underexplored area of education: Universal Design for Learning.
The breadth of topics covered is impressive. Welcome inclusions are
chapters on the application of UDL to the teaching of second languages
other than English. A must-read for 21st century educators at all levels!

Prof. Dr. Andrea Nava
Universita degli Studi di Milano, Italy



Hartle and Tenca's volume offers a compelling exploration of Universal
Design for Learning (UDL). Through case studies spanning disability,
assessment practices, and foreign language teaching, the book shows how
UDL shifts attention from accommodating individual learners to
redesigning institutional settings around learner variability. Rather than
offering a single solution, the volume positions UDL as an evolving
framework for negotiating equity in increasingly diverse educational
contexts. As such, it is especially valuable for researchers and
practitioners seeking to balance inclusion with rigor in contemporary
education.

Prof. Luciana Pedrazzini
Department of Languages, Literatures, Cultures and Mediations
Universita degli Studi di Milano, Italy
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Foreword

Manuel Boschiero

University of Verona

Although inclusive education is now a consistent feature of international
institutional agendas, it is still struggling to become widely adopted as a global
practice. Discrimination still exists and there are many legal, economic and
cultural barriers. Following the pandemic, new inequalities have emerged and
been exacerbated by ongoing and spreading conflicts in various regions
worldwide. Designing learning environments that are adequate, rigorous,
equitable and inclusive is therefore an urgent necessity in the rapidly evolving
landscape of contemporary education. The aim is to take concrete steps
towards creating more inclusive societies. This is particularly true of higher
education institutions, where the next generation of teachers, specialists and
citizens in general are prepared for their future roles. Increasing diversity
demands pedagogical frameworks that can proactively respond to learner
variability. It is in this context that Why Universal Design for Learning (UDL)
Matters makes its valuable and insightful contribution.

This volume’s defining features are not only its extensive thematic breadth
and array of critical and methodological approaches, but also the depth of
expertise and experience of its editors, Sharon Hartle and Emanuela Tenca.
Their commitment to accessibility, inclusive pedagogy and language education
in higher education is evident in their publications, projects and
comprehensive professional background, which combines theoretical
reflection, experimental analysis and teaching practice.

The genesis of this book can be traced back to the collaboration of Hartle and
Tenca, which was developed within the GIAM research project “Verso una
Glottodidattica Inclusiva e Accessibile: un Modello di insegnamento efficace e
applicabile” (“Towards accessibility and inclusion in language teaching: an
effective, applicable teaching model”; University of Verona; 2021-2023). This
project involved scholars from a variety of academic disciplines with the aim of
developing inclusive teaching practices in second language acquisition,
particularly focusing on Russian and English. The objective of the research
project was to apply the principles of UDL to task-based language teaching
(TBLT). The importance of an interdisciplinary perspective and a variety of
analytical approaches in implementing teaching practices was recognised
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during this UDL-based project, and subsequently guided the composition of
this volume.

Another factor that contributed to the creation of this collection was the
Excellence Project “Inclusive Humanities”. Following a positive evaluation by
the Italian National Agency for the Evaluation of the University System and
Research, the Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures at the
University of Verona received a substantial ministerial grant for an
interdisciplinary project dedicated to inclusivity in teaching, research,
dissemination activities and infrastructures (Excellence Project, 2023-2027).
Within this framework, the department has defined its strategic development
for the next five years, fostering a wide range of research and teaching
innovations, experimental practices and editorial initiatives, including the
present volume.

Both editors have placed particular emphasis in their studies on the UDL
principles in higher education. Hartle has specifically examined how UDL
principles can be applied to English language teaching in Italian universities,
emphasising the importance of education responding to student variability
through flexible, multimodal approaches from the initial stage of instructional
design.

Similarly, Tenca has explored the relationship between UDL and English
language teaching, focusing on the needs of students with special educational
needs (SEN), particularly through empirical studies on inclusive language
teaching, accessible assessment and curriculum design.

In their introduction, they provide an overview of UDL in the context of global
educational challenges. They illustrate its student-centred approach and
explain why it is important for addressing the inequalities that characterise
education in the post-pandemic era. Particular attention is given to the
opportunities presented by the implementation of the UDL framework and to
the intersection of inclusive design with practical classroom activities and
institutional structures.

Hartle and Tenca’s editorial collaboration reflects their shared vision that
inclusion can only be realised if it is considered an essential organisational
principle of high-quality education, not an add-on. This vision is evident in the
architecture of the volume itself. Combining theoretical frameworks, empirical
studies, case-based reflections and methodological innovations, Hartle and
Tenca have curated a collection that is rigorous from a methodological point of
view, thoughtful towards context and anchored in the ethical imperative to
“remove barriers to learning for individuals with different needs”
(Introduction, p. 7).
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The editors’ experience also contributes to shaping the interdisciplinary and
global orientation of the volume, with contributions from Europe, South
America and multilingual educational contexts, but also with the hope, for the
future, of further expansion to other contexts and geographical areas. Their
sensitivity to linguistic, cultural and disciplinary diversity is informed by their
professional experience working with heterogeneous learner groups and
developing pedagogical models — such as the integration of UDL with task-
based language teaching or open architecture curricular design — that have
already shown measurable impact in classroom settings.

The book’s central premise is that UDL should be considered not as a
prescriptive model, but as an evolving, adaptable, context-sensitive framework
that enables educators to design for diversity from the outset. The basis of this
perspective is the belief that education is an inclusive and collaborative
endeavour, where learners’ differences are recognised as valuable resources
rather than obstacles.

The editors provide readers with a selection of essays addressing various
approaches and perspectives, and they also guide readers through the world of
UDL, exploring its historical evolution, current implementation, and potential
future developments. The essays shed light on under-explored areas such as
accessibility for older adults and migrant students and languages with complex
spelling systems (see Introduction, pp. 11-13). They also suggest ways to
address global educational inequalities in the future.

It is therefore a pleasure to present a volume in which theoretical reflection,
practical experience, and an ethical commitment to inclusion are closely
intertwined. The work of the editors and contributors reminds us that the UDL
framework not only improves learning outcomes but also promotes an
equitable and humane vision of education, firmly oriented towards the well-
being of all students.






Introduction

Sharon Hartle

University of Verona

Emanuela Tenca

Saint Camillus International University
of Health and Medical Sciences in Rome

1. Universal Design for Learning: why it matters

This volume collects chapters by international authors focusing on the main
reasons why Universal Design for Learning (UDL) matters, and thus it targets
all stakeholders involved in inclusive, equitable education, including
instructors, researchers, administrators, and policymakers. In order to
understand the value of a learner-centred didactic framework at this historical
timepoint, it is fundamental to consider global education in broader terms. The
need for inclusion in education, in fact, is reinforced across the whole world by
frameworks such as the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). These were launched in 2015 as a global call to action, addressing
critical issues such as poverty, inequality, and education. Despite some initial
positive developments, however, at the midpoint between 2015 and 2030 it
seems clear that progress towards these objectives is not being made. The 2023
Sustainable Development Goals Report states that progress on more than 50%
of the goals is weak (United Nations 2023). Goal Four of the SDGs focuses
specifically on education, calling for countries to “ensure inclusive and
equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for
all” by 2030 (United Nations 2022, 11). Both the widespread instances of war as
well as the COVID-19 pandemic have played their roles in slowing progress and
in some cases have even reversed it. Disparities in access to education remain,
particularly for students with disabilities, girls, and those from marginalised
communities (UNESCO 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic in particular is
responsible for “devastating impacts on education, causing learning losses in
four out of five of the 104 countries studied” (United Nations 2023, 3). UNESCO
reports, in fact, highlight ways in which the pandemic exacerbated pre-existing
inequalities in education systems worldwide, disproportionately affecting
learners from disadvantaged backgrounds. Children with disabilities, those
living in poverty, and students from marginalised ethnic or linguistic
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communities faced multiple and intersecting barriers to accessing remote
learning (Walters 2020). In Europe, school closures and the shift to online
instruction revealed stark digital divides: a lack of access to devices, reliable
internet, and quiet study environments hampered students’ learning to
differing degrees depending on socioeconomic factors (Blaskoé et al. 2022). A
case study from the Netherlands showed that even in a highly developed digital
infrastructure, students from less-educated households suffered significantly
greater learning losses compared to their peers (Haelermans et al. 2022). These
disparities underline the urgent need for inclusive and resilient education
systems that can ensure continuity and equity in learning opportunities,
particularly during crises. Whilst 30 of the countries studied in the UNESCO
report were considered to be making fair progress towards quality education,
40 were judged to be in a state of stagnation or regression, and no data was
available for the remaining countries. Clearly, to ensure inclusion and
sustainability, a radical transformation in our approach to education is needed
as well as a fundamental shift in the way we work in classrooms. One tool which
may contribute to doing this is UDL.

Although UDL itself is not a new framework, it provides a series of highly
flexible strategies, based on three central principles of engagement,
representation, and action and expression, which will be outlined below, and
which are investigated in depth by authors contributing to this volume, both
from theoretical and practical viewpoints. The post-pandemic world features
an increasingly diverse and complex educational landscape, with
socioeconomic, geographical and multicultural settings that produce learners
who have very different needs and learning styles. Because of its flexibility and
focus on the role of learners and their learning process, UDL is a useful
framework of reference for learner-centred teaching, which is not prescriptive
and can be adapted to meet the needs of local contexts.

We focus particularly, in this volume, on the question of accessibility to
learning and inclusion, aspects of learning already highlighted by the United
Nations as being essential elements of an education system that aims to
develop individuals who are fully able to participate in society (United Nations
2015). As we recover from the emergency remote teaching (ERT) period
(Hodges et al. 2020) imposed during the pandemic, we must now attempt to
learn the lessons that remote teaching taught us. Access to learning, indeed,
was revealed, particularly during this period, to be lacking for many learners,
for whom classical educational delivery was not accessible, due to factors such
as insufficient infrastructures or lack of trained teachers. This inaccessibility
inevitably creates inequality (Blasko et al. 2022; UNESCO 2020; Walters 2020)
and must be addressed as a matter of urgency. UDL is one framework which
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