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Co-teaching is more than a model. It’s a partnership to provide substantially 
different instruction and outcomes for students with two teachers in the room. It 
is recommended that co-teaching teams participate in this professional learning 
together. Our hope is that it will impact your district and schools co-teaching 
practices and improve student outcomes for all students not just students with 
disabilities. 

 

These modules can be utilized as independent learning units or as Professional 
Learning modules. Best practice is that they be completed in a facilitated session 
with co-teaching teams working and learning together.  

 

IDEA Federal Fund Disclaimer 
 

“The contents of this training were developed under an IDEA grant from the 
Department of Education.  However, those contents do not necessarily represent 
the policy of the Department of Education, and you should not assume 
endorsement by the Federal Government.  No materials developed with IDEA 
federal funds may be sold for profit.” 
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Guiding Questions 
• How can general and special education teachers use UDL when they co-teach? 

• How can UDL and co-teaching approaches be considered during the lesson planning process? 
• How can co-teachers use UDL to ensure that students with and without disabilities can meaningfully 

engage and learn core knowledge and skills in standards-based lessons? 
 

The purpose of this chapter is to illustrate how co-teaching teams of general and special education 
teachers can use UDL for their inclusive classrooms. Using UDL, co-teachers can proactively design 
inclusive instructional environments and lessons that support students with and without disabilities.  We 

describe how co-teachers can apply UDL to goals, assessments, methods, and materials and provide 
an example of a “co-teaching conversation” that illustrates how a general education and special 
education teacher can incorporate UDL for a standards-based lesson. 

 
Introduction 
Ms. Reese and Ms. Kim are co-teachers in an inclusive 8th grade classroom. In the year they have 
worked together, they have tried using several of the co-teaching models they learned about in a 

series of in-service trainings offered by their school. Currently, when they plan lessons, Ms. Reese, the 
general education teacher, develops the lesson plan and emails it to Ms. Kim, the special education 
teacher. Ms. Kim adds modifications to address the needs of the students with disabilities in the class. 

They usually chat briefly before class and then launch into their roles- teaching and supporting 
students. For the upcoming school year, Ms. Reese and Ms. Kim want to use strategies they learned in 
a professional development workshop about collaboratively planning and integrating strategies that 

can support all learners, with and without disabilities. They decide to use a portion of their prep time to 
work together to develop lessons using the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework to have 
collaborative planning conversations. 

 
Co-teaching Approaches 
Many schools use inclusion models to ensure that students with disabilities can be placed in least 
restrictive and inclusive environments appropriate for their needs. Co-teaching plays a key part in an 

inclusion model, providing a structure for general and special educators to pool their skills and 
expertise in order to create lessons that support all learners. Co-teaching leverages the expertise that 
both teachers bring to the classroom. Thus, an essential element of co-teaching is parity between 

teachers. Both the general and special education teachers are equals who work together to ensure 
that all students have access to instruction. Sharing their expertise, co-teaching teams can bring 
together their knowledge about content and instructional strategies to plan lessons that address the 

needs of all learners.  
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Murawski & Lochner (2010) describe how co-teachers can work together during the instructional 

planning and implementation process. They suggest co-planning, co-instructing, and co-assessing, in 
order to ensure that both teachers are able to take responsibility for planning and implementing 
instruction. As part of this collaboration, the special education teacher can provide expertise on 

providing differentiated strategies, accommodations, modifications for students receiving special 
education services. However, both teachers should share the responsibility for planning lessons that 
include scaffolds and supports for all students. 
  

Friend and Cook (2012) describe six approaches to co-teaching: 1) teaming, 2) parallel teaching, 3) 
station teaching, 4) one teaching, one assisting, 5) alternative teaching, and 6) one teaching, one 
observing (Insert Sidebar on Co-teaching Approaches). Co-teachers can use these approaches, as 

appropriate, while implementing lessons. Within one lesson, teachers may use more than one 
approach, for example, starting a lesson by teaming and then moving to station teaching to work with 
small groups. The choices of which of these approaches to use can be made during the co-planning 

process; for a particular lessons, teachers can select the approaches that support the implementation 
of instructional activities they have planned during each lesson. 
 
Co-teaching Approaches 

Friend & Cook (2012) describe six co-teaching approaches: 
1. Teaming – Both teachers share delivery of instruction to all students. 
2. Parallel Teaching – Teachers divide the class and teach the same information. 
3. Station Teaching – Teachers divide the content and students circulate to stations to work with each teacher on 

specific areas. 
4. One Teach, One Assist – One teacher takes primary responsibility for teaching while another circulates to assist 

students as needed. 
5. Alternative Teaching – One teacher works with a large group, while another focuses on a small group. 
6. One Teach, One Observe – One teacher observes students and collects data during instruction and both teachers 

discuss and analyze the data. 
 
For more information, see Coteaching Connection website: www.marilynfriend.com 

 
Precursors for Successful Co-Teaching Collaborations 
For co-teachers to have the knowledge and skills to co-plan, co-instruct and co-assess, there are some 
foundational precursors and contextual factors that must be in place. It is essential for administrators to 
help set the stage for schoolwide adoption of co-teaching. To create foundations for successful 

collaboration between general and special education teachers, all teachers benefit from professional 
development on what co-teaching is, what the co-teaching approaches are, and how they are 
expected to work collaboratively to plan and teach together. Professional development about co-

teaching should provide teachers with information on establishing co-teaching relationships and 
practicing the collaboration and communication skills required to co-plan, co-instruct, and co-assess.  
  

Administrators can also support the logistical needs of co-teaching teams by ensuring that co-
teaching pairs have the time to work together. Teachers require shared planning and preparation 
periods to successfully co-plan lesson. It is impossible for special education teachers to establish 
successful co-teaching relationships if their time is divided among too many general education 

teachers. Ideally, a special education teacher will be assigned to no more than two co-teaching 
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collaborations and all teaching pairs will have the time to plan together. This can help ensure that the 
special education teacher does not get relegated to the role of an assistant who only assists in 

carrying out a lesson plan already designed by the general education teacher. 
 
Co-teaching with a UDL Lens 

A typical inclusion classroom is made up of general education students, students receiving special 
education services, students with Section 504 accommodations, and culturally and linguistically 
diverse students. Often it is seen as the domain of the special education teacher to focus on 
instruction for the students receiving special education services. Typically, the special education 

teacher is responsible for ensuring that students with disabilities receive necessary modifications and 
accommodations.  
  

Although some students are identified for services, the reality is that all learners have varying abilities, 
backgrounds, interests, and challenges. Learner variability is not just limited to students who receive 
special educational services, and everyone can benefit when lessons are designed to support a 

range of learners. Universal Design for Learning (UDL) provides a structure for designing lessons that 
include flexible options that can benefit all learners. By considering UDL guidelines while co-planning, 
teachers can integrate flexible supports and scaffolds from the outset, reducing the need to make 
individual modifications for some. Although UDL-based lessons can reduce the need for individual 

modifications, it is important to note that some students may still need specific modifications and 
accommodations to address their IEP objectives. For example, for a student who has a visual 
impairment or a specific behavioral strategy on their IEP, the special education teacher will need to 

ensure that the student is provided with the specific tools or strategies required.  
  
UDL has three main principles: 1. Providing Multiple Means of Representation 2. Multiple Means of 

Action and Expression and 3. Multiple Means of Engagement (Meyer, Rose, & Gordon, 2014).  There 
are nine UDL guidelines and 31 checkpoints that provide definition on how to apply the three 
principles to instruction (see Figure 1). The interactive graphic on the National Center on Universal 

Design for Learning (2014) website (http://www.udlcenter.org/aboutudl/udlguidelines) provides 
detailed information on the UDL guidelines and checkpoints, including examples of how they can be 
applied to lessons. 
 

UDL provides an organizational framework for integrating flexible and differentiated practices into a 
lesson. Teachers can refer to the UDL guidelines while planning and select the ones they would like to 
use in any given lesson (Hall, Meyer, & Rose, 2012). These guidelines provide a shared language for 

general and special educators to consider as they discuss their goals for lesson and plan the 
assessments, methods, and materials to teach the skills and content within the lesson. The UDL 
guidelines essentially provide a “menu of options” that help teachers design instruction that is flexible, 

provides choices and options, and engages student (Meyer, Rose, & Gordon, 2014). Teachers can 
select the checkpoints that they find most relevant and useful for a lesson, including whichever ones 
they choose in order to build in flexible options into their lessons. 
  

Teachers can refer to the UDL guidelines during planning conversations. Co-teaching with this UDL 
approach includes consideration of (a) barriers in the lesson, (b) clear goals for the lesson that are 
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inclusive for all students, (c) how assessments, methods and materials can be designed to provide 
supports and scaffolds for all and (d) how to meet IEP goals for specific students.  In this article, we 

provide examples of ways in which co-teachers can use a UDL approach while they co-plan.  
 
The Learning Environment through a UDL Lens 
When co-planning with a UDL lens, the first consideration is the design of the learning environment. 
Prior to planning lessons, co-teachers can benefit from discussing the learning environment of their 
shared classroom. This is ideally done at the start of the year or the co-teaching relationship, allowing 
teachers to discuss ideas and set shared expectations for themselves and their learners.  

  
The learning environment includes the actual physical layout of the classroom as well as classroom 
culture and expectations. Co-teachers can discuss how to set up a classroom in a way that allows 

them to use various co-teaching approaches during lessons. In traditional settings, students are taught 
by one teacher who is at the front of the classroom. Students often sit side-by-side in rows of desks. In 
the co-taught classroom, teachers can leverage on the fact that there are two people who can 

manage and guide instruction and arrange classroom spaces that align with the co-teaching 
approaches they will use.  
  
Below, we provide an example of how co-teachers can design their learning environment through a 

UDL lens, using the example of Ms. Reese and Ms. Kim’s co-teaching collaboration. Early in the year, 
Ms. Reese and Ms. Kim decide to create various sections in their classroom. They move a set of desks 
together in tables to encourage collaboration, place a small number of desks in rows for direct 

instruction, and move a medium size conference table to the side of the room with chairs around the 
table for small group teacher work sessions. They also place bean bag chairs and carpet squares in a 
corner of the room to encourage individuals to find a quiet space. They organize the three classroom 

laptops against one wall to provide students with independent work stations. By designing the 
classroom in this way, the front and back of the room become indistinguishable. This change in 
physical structure lays the foundations for using a variety of co-teaching methods. The flexible layout 

addresses the UDL by providing options for physical action and optimizing individual choice. 
  
In addition to making decisions about the physical structure of the classroom, Ms. Reese and Ms. Kim 
discuss their ideas about classroom culture and expectations. They discuss their individual orientations 

to classroom expectations and come to an agreement on what they will present and discuss with the 
students. They agree that it important to start the year by having a conversation with their students. 
During this whole class discussion, they share their expectations and allow students to give their input in 

order to create a classroom culture that the teachers and students have developed and agreed on 
together.  
  

They set up structures to encourage students interact with both teachers. For example, on one wall, 
they place colored bins in which students turn in their completed work. Beside the colored bins, they 
place a notebook with each of their schedule. Students have the opportunity to sign up for additional 
help with either teacher, and they have the choice to select a date and time. On another wall, they 

place a basket of sticky notes, pens and a laminated “Ask Me” poster. The directions posted beside 
the basket state: “If you have a question for Ms. Reese or Ms. Kim, write it down and place it on the 
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poster.”  Each day, the teachers take turns answering student questions. Ms. Reese and Ms. Kim also 
discuss how they give feedback to students. They come up with shared feedback phrases using similar 

language. They place these phrases on their classroom bulletin board, so students see that teachers 
have a system for providing consistent feedback. These strategies for setting up a classroom culture 
are consistent with UDL checkpoints of providing multiple options for communication, facilitating 

management of information and resources, providing options for sustaining persistence and effort, 
and providing mastery-oriented feedback. 
 
Co-Planning Lessons with UDL 
After making some key decisions about how to structure the learning environment, co-teachers have 
the ongoing and daily tasks of designing and delivering lessons together. Using UDL as part of their co-
planning sessions, teachers can design lessons that build in flexibility and scaffolds for students. The UDL 

design cycle includes a four-step process that addresses four key lesson components: goals, 
assessments, methods, and materials. For each lesson component, teachers can refer to the UDL 
guidelines to consider where and how they can provide flexible options (Ralabate, 2016). As teachers 

consider each lesson component, they can also make decisions about how to co-instruct and which 
of the six co-teaching approaches to use to support the teaching and learning activities taking place 
in the classroom. 
  

Table 1 illustrates the four-step process, highlighting the questions that co-teachers can discuss as they 
develop inclusive and accessible lessons. By considering UDL guidelines during this discussion, teachers 
can build in flexible options, scaffolds, and supports for all learners, including students with and without 

disabilities.  
  
An important part of planning with UDL is to identify existing barriers for students. The formats of 

instructional delivery and assessment are common barriers. For example, expecting students to write in 
order to demonstrate what they know or to read text to learn content can pose barriers for some 
students. Barriers also exist when students do not have the existing background information required to 

learn new concepts or when students are disengaged for various reasons. Teachers can refer to the 
UDL guidelines and checkpoints to consider what and how they currently teach and to reflect on 
where the barriers may lie for their students. Instead of modifying after-the-fact, teachers can consider 
barriers from the outset and design instructional activities that address the barriers by providing 

flexibility, choice, and options for engagement as defined by the UDL guidelines.   
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Table 1 
The UDL Design Cycle  
 
Steps Questions for Discussion Considering UDL 
1. State 
clear goals  
 

• What standards does this lesson 
address? 

• What are the lesson objectives? 
• What are the barriers in our 

goals/objectives? 

State clear goals for the lesson plan in 
relation to the standards and overall 
objectives. 
 

2. Use 
flexible 
assessments 

• How can we use formative 
assessments that allow students to 
demonstrate knowledge in various 
ways? 

• How can be incorporate scaffolds 
that help students learn the content 
or skills for the summative 
assessments?  

• How can we design assessments that 
reduce barriers to demonstrating 
knowledge/skills? 

Integrate formative assessments that give 
students varied ways to express what they 
know. Ensure that the format of expression 
is not a barrier. 
 
When summative assessments are required 
to be in one format (e.g., a written 
assessment), provide opportunities for 
students to practice in that format; when 
possible, include scaffolds as they practice, 
strategies they can use when they take the 
summative assessment. 

3. Design 
Flexible 
Methods  

• How and when can we provide 
flexible options during instruction that 
all learners can benefit from?  

• What options should we include to 
ensure that students with IEPs have 
the necessary 
modifications/accommodations?  
Should we provide any of these 
options to all students? 

• Which co-teaching approaches 
should we use as we co-instruct this 
lesson?  Which approach best 
supports the teaching and learning 
activities for this lesson? 
 

Use the UDL guidelines as a menu and pick 
a few relevant checkpoints you can 
address in this lesson.  
 
The UDL checkpoints delineate various 
scaffolds that can be included during 
instruction and highlight strategies that help 
students learn key content.  
 
Decide how you will co-instruct based on 
the activities you will include in this lesson. 
From the six co-teaching approaches 
(Friend, 2012), pick one or two to use , 
depending on the teaching and learning 
activities for that lesson.  

4. Select 
Flexible 
Materials 

• Are there barriers for any students in 
the materials we are using? 

• What materials and media can we 
incorporate to give students options? 

Consider what materials, resources and 
tools can be integrated into th lesson to 
support and engage students. This can 
include low and high tech potions (e.g. 
manipulatives,  technology tools.)  

 
In the next section, we present an example of a co-planning conversation that two teachers can 
have. Teachers can have these conversations in various ways and formats that suit their planning style; 
the conversation below highlights just one way to approach lesson planning with a UDL lens for one 

co-teaching team. 
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A Co-planning Conversation: “The Fault in Our Stars” Lesson 
 

Earlier, we learned how Ms. Reese and Ms. Kim collaborated to set up their learning environment. On a 
daily basis, they work together to co-plan, co-instruct, and co-assess. Their shared goal is to ensure that 
all students in their classrooms are being held to high standards and receiving the supports they need. 

Ms. Reese and Ms. Kim also strive to engage their students by making lessons relevant and giving 
students choices as they learn. 
  
Ms. Reese and Ms. Kim are designing a series of lessons that address English language arts standards 

related to analyzing a story. Their students read the book The Fault in Our Stars earlier in the month and 
watched the movie based on this book in class. Ms. Reese and Ms. Kim decide to plan a series of 
lessons for students to compare and contrast the book and the movie. In this example of a co-

planning conversation, we illustrate how Ms. Reese and Ms. Kim plan the unit using the four-step UDL 
design cycle and integrate various co-teaching approaches.  
 
Step One:  State Clear Goals 
Ms. Reese: The standard we are addressing for this unit is “Analyze the extent to which a filmed or live 
production of a story or drama stays faithful to or departs from the text or script, evaluating the 
choices made by the director or actors.”  This standard has several parts. Should we pick a few key 

skills to address within this standard and develop some clear goal statements?  
 
Ms. Kim:  Let’s create some “I can” goal statements that address key skills. One thing that jumps out 

with this standard is the word “analyze.”  Let’s decide what level of analysis we expect from students 
and then guide students to compare and contrast the movie and book accordingly. 
 

Ms. Reese: We can include two types of analysis in these lessons: (a) reflection on how the film stays 
true to or diverges from the book and (b) making inferences about why the director made choices to 
stay true to or diverge from the book. Our first goal statement could be: I can compare and contrast 

the movie and text versions of “The Fault in Our Stars.” Our second goal statement could be “I can 
describe my opinions on why the director made choices to adapt the book version of “The Fault in Our 
Stars.”  
 

Ms. Kim: Okay, let’s think about how we can assess these two goals. Then, we can come up with our 
instructional activities in relation to the formative and summative assessments we will use as we teach. 
 
Step Two:  Develop Flexible Assessments  
Ms. Reese: We also have two “I Can” goal statements, so we should design an assessment for each 
one. 

 
Ms. Kim: For the first goal, we can assess students’ abilities to compare and contrast by giving them 
some options to express what they know. The usual assessment method is to let students write a brief 
constructed response describing similarities and differences. We can add the option of using a visual 

map to compare and contrast. How about giving students these options: (a) write a constructed 
response, (b) create a visual map on paper or (c) create a visual map using the digital graphic 
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organizer on the computer.  I know some students love using the online graphic organizer software, 
and they can access that on the computers in the back of the classroom. 

 
Ms. Reese: I like the idea of providing these three options to all the students. I know some will choose to 
just write a constructed response but several will enjoy showing us what they know on a visual map. 

And for the two students who have graphic organizers on their IEPs, this ensures that they receive the 
needed accommodation while it's a choice for all students.  
 
Ms. Kim: Later, we can ask students to use their visual maps to generate sentences for a constructed 

response. So, the visual map option not only serves as a formative assessment for this lesson, but can 
become a scaffold for helping students generate a constructed text for an assignment later. 
 

Ms. Reese: For our second assessment, we need to evaluate whether students are able to state their 
opinions about why the director made certain choices.  Should we incorporate some oral 
presentation skills for this assessment?  We can ask students to select one area where the director 

made a change and present their opinions of why.   
 
Ms. Kim: I like that idea, but I think that might pose barriers for some students. If the assessment is in an 
oral presentation format, the students who are less comfortable with public speaking may be at a 

disadvantage. That can also be intimidating to our two English language learners who feel shy when 
they are put on the spot to speak. Since the goal of this lesson is not about public speaking, let’s make 
the oral presentation one option. They could do a short oral presentation, create a poster on which 

they draw a scene and write down why it was different, or work in pairs to do a mock interview where 
the “director” explains to the “interviewer” why he/she adapted the movie.   
 

Ms. Reese: How are we going to grade these three different formats?  I want to be sure that we are 
assessing the students fairly no matter which format they choose. 
 

Ms. Kim: Let’s create a checklist that defines the core information that needs to be there in all three 
formats. Our core criteria could be something like your presentation includes (a) information about 
one scene from the movie that is not similar to the book, (b) an explanation of how the director 
modified this scene, and (c) your opinion of why the director changed this scene. We can encourage 

students to state which version they liked better to let them make a personal connection and have a 
context for this sort of analysis. 
 
Ms. Reese: Great, I think we have included some good options to assess whether the students are 
mastering the goals.  Now, let’s figure out the activities for the lessons within this unit. I think it will take 
about five class periods to develop this concept so let’s consider how to structure instruction during 

that time. 
 
Step Three: Design Flexible Methods  
Ms. Reese: I’d like to make this whole unit more relevant for them by getting them interested in the 

idea of comparing movies and book. What’s a real life connection we can make in the first class 
session when we introduce this lesson? 
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Ms. Kim: Why don’t you ask me a question about a movie I have watched and I can share an 

example of a time that I read a book and then was disappointed after watching the movie version. I 
can explain the choices the director made, why I was disappointed by the changes, and why I 
preferred the book.  

 
Ms. Reese: Great idea. I think hearing you describe how you felt about a movie adapted from a book 
will be a great hook to draw them into this concept of comparing movies and books. 
 

Ms. Kim: After you give an example, let’s have throw out their opinions on what they liked about the 
book and the movie as a warm up. We’ll ask them to quietly write down some ideas on their dry erase 
boards and then ask volunteers to share ideas. This way, everyone gets the chance to think first and 

then those who want to share can speak up. 
 
Ms. Reese: For this warm up activity, we can use one teach, one assist approach. I will explain what we 

want them to do and you can circulate around the room to provide assistance and feedback as they 
write on their dry-erase boards.  
 

Ms. Kim: After this warm up, we can start working toward our first goal of comparing and 

contrasting.  Let’s use a team teaching approach to model this skill. I will read a short passage from the 
book and show the corresponding scene from the movie. We will ask students to describe how the 
scene was similar and different in the two formats. You can lead the discussion, and I will create a visual 

map on the whiteboard, using different colors to write up the similarities and differences. This will 
provide a model for what a visual map of this information looks like. 

 

Ms. Reese: Good. This approach will help those students who need a refresher on what 
compare/contrast is and also will provide clear guidance on our expectations for all students. This will 
also serve as formative assessment for us, to see if we need to reteach any areas related to 

comparing and contrasting. If students seem ready to compare and contrast on their own after we do 
one example together, we can read another passage together and show the corresponding scene 
from the movie. Then we can let them try the activity on their own using the three assessment options 
we discussed before (constructed response, graphic organizer or digital graphic organizers).  If we find 

that they can use more guidance after we do the first example together, I think we should be 
prepared to do a second example together as a class. 
 

Ms. Kim: Sounds like a plan.   
Ms. Reese: As they do the independent practice, we can both circulate around the room to check in 
on all students. I’d like to be sure we check in on the students who struggle with these concepts and 

give them feedback as they work so that they can be successful with the activity too. 
 
Ms. Kim: Okay, we can split up the room. I will check on the students who are making digital graphic 
organizers and on the students in the tables nearest the computers if you will work with the other side 

of the room. 
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Let’s plan to do these activities over two periods. To end this part of the lesson, we will ask students to 
turn in their work by putting it in the colored boxes in the back or emailing their work to us if they used 

the digital graphic organizer. We should remind students to sign up for a meeting with either of us if 
they have more questions or to post a question on the Ask Me board. 
 

Ms. Reese: After we are done with the first goal, the lessons for the next three class periods can be 
focused on the second goal: providing their opinions about why the director made certain decisions in 
the movie.  I think this is a more challenging skill.  To develop these skills, should we use a parallel 
teaching approach where we split the class in half and work with two groups separately? That may 

make it easier to manage a discussion and ensure that all students understand what we expect in 
regards to “providing an opinion.” 
 

Ms. Kim: Good idea. In the small group format, we can each discuss our own opinions about one 
scene from the movie and ask students to give their opinions.  Once they practice this skill, they can 
each select another scene and work on formulating an opinion. We can each explain that they will 

present this opinion in one of three ways we discussed earlier (a short oral presentation, a poster, or a 
mock interview). 
 

Ms.Reese: Sounds good. For the fourth lesson, we can use a station teaching approach so they can 

develop their independent work.  Let’s have a “Create”, “Practice” and “Self-Reflect” station. At the 
Create station, they can work on their presentations. At the Practice station, they can practice their 
presentation and get feedback from the teacher. At the Self-Reflect station, we can have copies of 

the checklist available so that students can evaluate whether their presentations meet all criteria. You 
and I can be at the first two stations and the students can self-evaluate independently at the checklist 
station. 

 
Step Four:  Select Materials and Media  
Ms. Reese: What materials and media do we need to gather to ensure this lesson runs smoothly? 

 
Ms. Kim: We need to select the book passages and related video excerpts from the movie that we’ll 
use for the compare/contrast activities. We should pick at least three so that we have a couple to use 
for guided practice, if needed, and one for independent activity. We should also print out some 

paper graphic organizers and put a short cut to the digital ones on the computers.  We need to have 
a sign up sheet and timer for the computer use if a lot of students choose the digital option. 
 

Ms. Reese: Let’s use the captioned version of the movie when we show excerpts. That will ensure that 
our student with a hearing impairment has full access and it will actually benefit the whole class to 
give them an option to read the text that goes along with the movie. 

 
Ms. Kim: Okay, I will pull out excerpts from the captioned version. Could you prepare the computers 
with the shortcuts to the digital graphic organizer and print out paper copies as well? 
 

Ms. Reese: Yes, I will. It is so helpful to have two of us to think through this lesson and to organize the 
materials.   
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Conclusion 
The co-teaching conversation between Ms. Reese and Ms. Kim highlights some of the major areas of 
planning that can be approached together by a co-teaching team.  Table 2 illustrates which UDL 
guidelines are addressed by their choices and denotes the co-teaching approaches they while 

instructing. Like all collaborations, co-teaching conversations will be shaped by the personalities and 
working styles of the teachers involved. The UDL guidelines can provide a shared structure and 
approach for planning together to ensure that both teachers are considering ways to design and 
deliver flexible and engaging lessons for all the students in their inclusive classrooms. 

 
Table 2 
Co-Teaching Conversation: Connections to UDL Guidelines 

Instructional Decisions  Connections to UDL Guidelines 
State clear goals: 
 
Teachers created clear “I Can” goal 
statements based on the standard 

Identifying clear goals is a key premise of UDL based design. Having a 
clear goals allows teachers to focus on creating activities and 
assessments that address the goal. 

Develop flexible assessments: 
 
Students had choices to write a 
constructed response, create a paper 
graphic organizer or a digital graphic 
organizer. 
 
Students had options to do an oral 
presentation, create a poster, or do a 
mock interview in pairs 

UDL Guideline 5. Provide options for expression and communication 
5.1 Use multiple media for communication 
5.2 Use multiple tools for construction and composition 
 
UDL Guideline 7. Provide options for recruiting interest 
7.1 Optimize individual choice and autonomy 
 

Use Flexible Methods: 
 
• Teachers modeled compare/contrast 

activity with whole class (provided 
modeling and guided practice 
through team teaching) 

 
• Students worked in two smaller groups 

to discuss their opinions on the scenes 
that were changed (provided guided 
practice in parallel teaching) 

 

UDL Guideline 3. Provide options for comprehension 
3.1 Activate or supply background knowledge 
3.2 Highlight patterns, critical features, big ideas, and relationships 
 
UDL Guideline 6. Provide options for executive functions 
6.1 Guide appropriate goal-setting 
6.2 Support planning and strategy development 
6.3 Facilitate managing information and resources 
6.4 Enhance capacity for monitoring progress 
 
UDL Guideline 7. Provide options for recruiting interest 
7.1 Optimize individual choice and autonomy 
7.2 Optimize relevance, value, and authenticity 
 
UDL Guideline 8. Provide options for sustaining effort and persistence 
8.1 Heighten salience of goals and objectives 
8.2 Vary demands and resources to optimize challenge 
8.3 Foster collaboration and community 
8.4 Increase mastery-oriented feedback 

Use Flexible Materials: 
• Captioned version of movie 
• Read aloud/text to speech options for 

excerpts of the book  
• Options to create graphic organizers 

and posters 

UDL Guideline1. Provide options for perception 
1.2 Offer alternatives for auditory information 
1.3 Offer alternatives for visual information 
 
UDL Guideline 4. Provide options for physical action 
4.1 Vary the methods for response and navigation 
4.2 Optimize access to tools and assistive technologies 
 
UDL Guideline 5. Provide options for expression and communication 
5.1 Use multiple media for communication 
5.2 Use multiple tools for construction and composition 
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Figure 1: UDL Guidelines At a Glance 
http://www.udlcenter.org/sites/udlcenter.org/files/updateguidelines2_0.pdf 

3: Provide options for comprehension

3.1 Activate or supply background knowledge

3.2. Highlight patterns, critical features, big ideas, and
       relationships

3.3 Guide information processing, visualization, and
      manipulation

3.4 Maximize transfer and generalization

9: Provide options for self-regulation 

9.1 Promote expectations and beliefs that optimize 
motivation

9.2 Facilitate personal coping skills and strategies

9.3 Develop self-assessment and refl ection 

6: Provide options for executive functions 

6.1 Guide appropriate goal-setting

6.2 Support planning and strategy development

6.3 Facilitate managing information and resources

6.4 Enhance capacity for monitoring progress

Universal Design for Learning Guidelines
I. Provide Multiple Means of 

Representation

1: Provide options for perception

1.1 Offer ways of customizing the display of information

1.2 Offer alternatives for auditory information

1.3 Offer alternatives for visual information

4: Provide options for physical action

4.1 Vary the methods for response and navigation

4.2 Optimize access to tools and assistive technologies

7: Provide options for recruiting interest 

7.1 Optimize individual choice and autonomy

7.2 Optimize relevance, value, and authenticity

7.3 Minimize threats and distractions

2: Provide options for language, mathematical 
expressions, and symbols

2.1 Clarify vocabulary and symbols  

2.2 Clarify syntax and structure  

2.3 Support decoding of text, mathematical notation, 
and symbols

2.4 Promote understanding across languages

2.5 Illustrate through multiple media

5: Provide options for expression and communication

5.1 Use multiple media for communication 

5.2 Use multiple tools for construction and composition 

5.3 Build fl uencies with graduated levels of support for 
practice and performance

8: Provide options for sustaining effort and persistence 

8.1 Heighten salience of goals and objectives

8.2 Vary demands and resources to optimize challenge

8.3 Foster collaboration and community   

8.4 Increase mastery-oriented feedback 

II. Provide Multiple Means of 
Action and Expression

III. Provide Multiple Means of 
Engagement

Resourceful, knowledgeable learners Strategic, goal-directed learners Purposeful, motivated learners

© 2011 by CAST. All rights reserved. www.cast.org, www.udlcenter.org 
APA Citation: CAST (20011). Universal design for learning guidelines version 2.0. Wakefield, MA: Author.
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The Brain Network UDL Guidelines Example of Co-Teaching Model 

The Recognition Network 
 
Strategies that support the what of 
learning, so learners may recognize the 
information being taught.  

Provide multiple examples 
 
Outline and highlight key information 
including options for recognition through 
multimedia and other formats 
 

Station teaching or parallel teaching allows options for 
each teacher to present information in diverse ways – 
while keeping the same objective and high standards.  

The Strategic Network 
 
Strategies that support the learning 
process, so learners understand how to 
learn.  

Provide options for strategic thinking and 
organizing of information 
 
Provide ongoing, immediate, and relevant 
feedback 
 
Provide flexible opportunities to practice 
skills 

Station teaching or parallel teaching allows for both 
teachers to provide options for strategic thinking and 
ongoing feedback.  
 
The occasional, one-teach, one-assist, allows teachers to 
provide students with immediate, relevant feedback as 
one teacher focuses on instruction and the other 
assesses and evaluates students’ performance.  
 
Teaming can provide the option for one teacher to 
present the content while the other teacher focuses on 
the process of note taking.  
 
The occasional alternative teaching can focus on one 
teacher pulling a small group to review a concept while 
teaching a specific strategy to guide learners’ 
understanding.  

The Affective Network 
 
Strategies that support engagement, so 
learners remain motivated and engaged 
throughout the learning process.  

Provide options for levels of thinking and 
levels of challenge 
 
Provide options for choice 
 
Offer various options for the context of 
learning 
 
Provide supports to guide learners to self-
regulate and monitor their performance 
 

Station teaching may enable teachers to provide choice 
to students and provide time to guide self-monitoring 
and executive functioning skills.  
 
Teaming may provide the option for teachers to balance 
out the teaming of the content while ensuring the 
salience of high standards by supporting the process of 
thinking needed to master learning skills.  
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In the past decade, there have been unprecedented ways 
to examine the living brain and to better understand 
what happens during learning. Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL) was inspired by such advances in cognitive 
neuroscience research and offers a framework that 
integrates what we know about the learning brain to inform 
the design of environments that support all learners.

First, let’s talk about the geography of the brain. Generally, 
incoming sensory information, such as what we see and 
hear, is received in the back of the brain, including the 
occipital and temporal lobes of the brain (Recognition 
networks), processed and relayed for meaning in the center 
of the brain (Affective networks), and is organized in the 
frontal lobes for response or action (Strategic networks). 
While there is no linear progression for this process, this 
model for thinking about three broad learning networks 
can be helpful when we design learning experiences. 

The UDL Guidelines and associated checkpoints align to 
this neurological organization and help educators address 
the predictable variability in learning that we know will be 
present in any environment. UDL recognizes variability in: 

Engagement (the why of learning, which aligns with 
affective networks): interest, effort and persistence, and 
self regulation

Representation (the what of learning, which aligns 
with recognition networks): perception, language and 
symbols, and comprehension 

Action & Expression (the how of learning, which aligns 
with strategic networks): physical action, expression and 
communication, and executive function

Knowing key facts about the brain can help inform learning 
design for the variability of learners. 

There is no average brain.
Variability is the dominant feature of the nervous 
system. Like fingerprints, no two brains are alike. Each 
brain is a complex, interconnected web that is sculpted 
and influenced by genetics and interactions with the 
environment.

Variability can be overwhelming for educators who are 
planning for dozens of learners each day. Luckily, learner 
variability is predictable, and can be organized across three 
brain networks targeted by the UDL framework: affective, 
recognition, and strategic.

The concept of neuro-variability is important for 
educators, because it reminds us that learners do not have 
an isolated learning “style”, but instead rely on many parts 
of the brain working together to function within a given 
context. There is no single way a brain will perceive, engage 
with, or execute a task. Variability is not just an important 
consideration for thinking about differences between 
students, but also within students in different contexts. 
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When we design learning environments proactively for 
variability, we anticipate and value the incredible strengths 
and diversity of our learners.

The brain has incredible plasticity.
Each brain is made up of billions of interconnected neurons 
that wire together to form unique pathways. We are 
born with a foundation of brain structures. Over time, 
these structures change based on our experiences and 
interactions with our environment. 

When we learn, some connections become stronger and 
faster. As Hebb’s Law (1949) states, “neurons that fire 
together wire together.” Connections that are not used 
are weakened and pruned away. In other words, “use it or    
lose it.”

Understanding the plasticity of the brain is important for 
educators, because it helps us recognize that learning is a 
constant growth process constructed over time. Proactive 
design of flexible pathways toward learning goals supports 
learners by building on the strengths and connections that 
are already established. Frequent, formative feedback and 
opportunities for active learning create and strengthen the 
connections within our learning brains. Our brains are not 
fixed, but grow and change with use. 

What you know really matters. 
Previous experiences drive our interest and engagement, 
perception and attention, and goals and actions. The 
nervous system constantly makes predictions and 
anticipates how we will fare in a particular environment or 
towards a particular goal. For example, if a learner is asked 
to do a math problem, read aloud, or respond to a prompt, 
the brain will recall prior experiences in that context. That 
recall drives perception, action, and engagement. Based 
on previous experiences, the brain decides which goals are 
valuable — or not valuable — to pursue.

Acknowledging the variability in learner background 
knowledge and experience is important for educators, 
because each learner brings a unique blend of experiences 
and expectations to each learning event.  When we design 
for variability using the UDL framework, clarifying the goals 
and integrating flexibility in  engagement, representation, 
and action and expression, we acknowledge that learners 
do not learn in one linear pathway. This approach fosters 
learning environments that value the uniqueness of our 
learners and the variability each brings. This empowers 
learners to maximize their strengths, focus on areas 
of challenge, and drive their own learning processes. 
Ultimately, UDL helps foster expert learners who are 
purposeful and motivated, strategic and goal-directed, and 
resourceful and knowledgeable.

Goals drive the nervous system.
Essential to any learning experience is a clear goal. A 
clear goal enables the nervous system to direct energy 
purposefully to build relevance, perceive information, and 
act strategically. Ultimately, educators and learners need 
to be aware of the intended learning goals so that they 
can begin to build connections, connect to background 
knowledge, and practice for expertise.

Recognizing that our brains are goal-driven is important 
for educators, because if we don’t make learning goals 
explicit to our learners, they have no way of knowing what 
the target is, how to reach it, or when they’ve achieved 
it. Think about a GPS or navigation app. Without a 
destination, a GPS is simply a map with infinite possibilities 
and no directions. Once we input a destination, we can 
then decide whether we want a route without tolls, one 
that meanders through the countryside, or one that is the 
fastest or shortest distance. With a clear, explicit learning 
goal, learners are empowered to choose their best pathway 
to achieve that goal.

© CAST 2018  
20



Page 3 of 3

Our brains always have a goal, whether it’s to avoid a task, 
sneak a cookie from the jar, or complete a task with the 
least amount of effort. The more explicit we are with our 
learners about the goals and incorporate their own goals, 
the more meaningful the learning experience will be, the 
more purposeful the options available will be, and the less 
likely our brains will focus on competing goals.

Understanding these key facts about the learning brain 
not only helps educators in designing challenging, high 
quality learning opportunities, but they’re also incredibly 
important for our learners to understand, as well. The more 
we understand about our own learning and how it happens, 
the further we advance toward the ultimate goal: becoming 
expert learners.

Suggested Citation: CAST (2018). UDL and the learning brain. Wakefield, MA: Author. 
Retrieved from http://www.cast.org/our-work/publications/2018/udl-learning-brain-neuroscience.html
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Resources

Human Connectome Project

Brain Facts

Neuroscience for Kids 

UDL Theory and Practice, Chapter 3: Variability 

Brain Matters, from Harvard Graduate School of Education’s Dr. Todd Rose 

Annenberg Learner: Neuroscience and the Classroom  

Why learning styles don’t exist, by Daniel Willingham 

Daniel Willingham’s Learning Styles FAQ 

We Don’t Need Learning Styles by Elizabeth Stein, MiddleWeb

Linking Research to Classrooms Blog from Kennedy Krieger Institute
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Adapted from: Dieker, Lisa A. The Co-Planner: Two Professionals + One Plan for Co-Teaching. Whitefish Bay, WI, 2015 

General Educator: _______________________________________   Special Educator:____________________________________________ 

 

Week of: _______________________________________________  

Subject:  ________________________________________________ 

* Ask: How is what we are doing together substantively different and better for students than what 
one teacher would do alone? 

*completed by General Education Teacher or together 

Day/Date 
 

Lesson Big 
Idea/Goals/Objectives 

Evidence-Based Methods/Activities Assessment 
Standard Modifications 

 

Monday 
 
 

All/Some 
 
 
 
 

   

Tuesday All/Some 
 
 
 
 

   

Wednesday All/Some 
 
 
 
 

   

Thursday All/Some 
 
 
 
 

   

Friday All/Some 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  

Targeted Students: 

__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________ 
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Adapted from: Dieker, Lisa A. The Co-Planner: Two Professionals + One Plan for Co-Teaching. Whitefish Bay, WI, 2015 

                                                                                                  * completed by Special Education Teacher or together 

Co-Teaching 
Model 

Academic Adjustments  
(as needed for gifted & SWDs) – could include 

accommodations & SDI 

Behavioral Considerations Materials/Resources 
/Support Needed 

Data & Notes 

  
 
 
 
 

   

  
 
 
 
 

   

  
 
 
 
 

   

  
 
 
 
 

   

  
 

 
 

   

Co-Teaching Models: 
(TO) one teach, one observe 
(TA) one teach, one assist 
(S)   station teaching 
(P)  parallel teaching 
(TT) team teaching 
(A) Alternative teaching  
 

Students with Disabilities:  

__________________________________________
__________________________________________
__________________________________________
__________________________________________
__________________________________________ 

Consideration for UDL: 

Does your lesson meet the needs of students 
who cannot?  

☐Walk   ☐Talk   ☐See   ☐Hear   ☐Behave      
☐Learn the way you traditionally teach? 

23



Adapted from: Dieker, Lisa A. The Co-Planner: Two Professionals + One Plan for Co-Teaching. Whitefish Bay, WI, 2015 
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