Universal Design of Curriculum

Effective teachers understand that learners arrive at insights and conclusions in many ways. They encourage reasoning, creativity, understanding of different viewpoints, open-mindedness, and risk-taking. The recognition that students learn and communicate in different ways leads effective teachers to seek instructional strategies that match individual learning styles. In the 1980s, Howard Gardner and his associates at Harvard University developed a theory of multiple intelligences based on observations of students at work in pre-school, elementary, middle, and high school classrooms. Their research confirmed that many learners use a variety of intelligences and strategies to explore ideas. Some of the implications for classroom teachers are:

· Use a multi-sensory approach to teaching and learning including auditory, visual, and kinesthetic techniques. For example, auditory learners may respond best if they can listen to directions or literature read aloud, hear live and recorded music, and join discussions. Visual learners benefit from seeing and making illustrations, diagrams, and charts as well as seeing material written down. Kinesthetic learners learn more thoroughly from using hands-on materials, moving around the room, and playing roles. 


· Present ideas in a clear vocabulary. Explain concepts in several ways, and provide contextual clues to help learners grasp meanings. Check frequently for student comprehension; if necessary, adjust the pacing of questions and answers. 


· Teach learning strategies explicitly. Discuss effective individual teaching and learning practices so that students may use these strategies on their own. When you ask questions, give students time to think and reflect before asking for responses. Encourage students to interact as they develop solutions to open-ended questions.


· Teach students how to organize their thoughts by using approaches such as charts and webs, outlines, and thumbnail sketches. Expand their capacity to research, organize, and present by incorporating the use of databases, spreadsheets, graphics, and other computer software tools.


· Use questions and approaches that require inquiry. Devise activities around problem solving, and synthesizing ideas. Ask open-ended questions that might begin with:

“Tell me more . . .”  

“Give me an example . . .”


“In what ways . . .?”

“What did you mean?


“What have you already tried?” 


“What works well?

“How did you handle situations like this before?”


“What would happen if . . .?”

· Ensure that all students have equal opportunities to participate. Work with a peer teacher who can observe your teaching and provide feedback about the dynamics of class discussion and patterns of participation. Ask students to evaluate school and classroom activities through response journals and group discussions, and solicit their suggestions for improving the school climate.


· Use the power of the visual image. Select illustrated books, posters, software, films, videos, and other teaching materials that portray many different people in a variety of situations. Help students develop visual literacy by discussing how pictures can influence both positive and negative ideas about people and places.


· Encourage students with limited proficiency in English to use their native languages, while supporting their English language skill growth. Allow students who speak the same language to work together on projects, supporting one another in understanding concepts and translating to and from English. Provide texts in students’ native languages as well as English and work with classroom aides or volunteers who are fluent in the students’ languages.


· Vary individual, paired, and group activities. Give all classmates opportunities to work together and alone. Interactive group work is a powerful teaching strategy that helps students understand new concepts, increase linguistic proficiency, and develop thinking skills.


· Provide varied assessment options. Learners can demonstrate knowledge in a variety of ways including oral, written, and non-verbal responses such as pointing to pictures, taking part in formal and informal performances, creating works of art and visual displays, electronic portfolios, and group projects. Develop an assessment program that allows all students to show what they can do.


· Include sustained projects in which students work together, individually demonstrate mastery of new concepts, and develop skills, intelligences, teamwork, and reliance upon others.


· Adapt learning strategies, materials, activities, and time allotted for task completion according to the specific needs of all learners. For example, if you sense student frustration, break a complex task into smaller pieces, and reduce the number of concepts students must learn at one time or in one lesson. Use assistive technology for students with disabilities.
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