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flexible enough so that disabled students can
reach the same goals as their non-disabled
classmates. Technology is essential: compu-
terised translation programs for English
language learners; picture symbols for
learning-disabled students; audio files for
students with visual impairments. Assignments
might be similarly flexible, allowing students
to demonstrate their command of materials
in the format best suited to their learning style.

In order to maintain consistency and
intellectual rigour, UDL mandates clearly
defined “learning outcomes”, coupled with

assessments to determine whether students
have attained them. Its advocates say that
all students benefit from more flexible,
diverse and purposeful curricula.

As Henry’s parent, I’m enthusiastic about
the promise of UDL. But the talk also made
me reflect on my work as a teacher at an elite
research university, where my colleagues and
I think very little about “different learning
styles”.

At our highly selective institution, we often
proceed as if the quirky learners were weeded
out in high school. I know I’m not alone in

sometimes feeling that my students emerge
from the womb able to do close readings and
parse literary style. Given the right chemistry,
a seminar of English majors flows like an
enlightened reading group – that is, until the
distressing discovery that some of the most
eloquent can’t write a sentence. Or make an

argument. Others, who said little all semester,
produce unexpectedly brilliant projects. The
upshot is that even the best and brightest
students absorb and process information
in different ways.

It strikes me that UDL could be as useful
at an Ivy League university as it is for an
elementary school. Of course, the challenges
are greater. It’s impossible for me to isolate
the goals of an assignment as a third-grade
teacher might be able to do. When I teach
close reading, I want students to analyse a
poem’s formal and thematic contents, organise
their thoughts into an argument supported
by textual evidence and convey it in lucid and
well-structured prose. English majors need to
write papers, an assignment that simply can’t
be fulfilled by a multiple choice test or artistic
rendering. Moreover, my colleagues and I
value our intellectual freedom far too much
to accept standardised “learning outcomes”
by which administrators could assess the
quality and significance of our teaching.

I also realise that, intuitively, I already use
many UDL techniques. I know my students
understand a subject better if it is presented to
them in multiple ways. When I teach literary
minimalism, I assign fiction by Raymond
Carver, Ann Beattie and Sandra Cisneros,
but I also show slides of art and architecture,
and play recordings of minimalist music.
I give take-home exams because the results
are better if students can go at their own
pace in an environment of their choice.

On further investigation, I’ve discovered
that universities in many parts of the world
are already applying UDL principles. In higher
education, it is seen as a way to accommodate
students with disabilities as well as inter-
national students, veterans and the elderly.
I suspect that UDL appeals most to institutions
with larger or more diverse student bodies
than my own, but that doesn’t make it
irrelevant to my pedagogy. I take seriously
the wisdom of universal design, that
accommodating people with disabilities can
benefit us all. Developing clearer goals, more
flexible methods of presentation and perhaps
even allowing multiple means of expression
can help all our students – and doubtless their
professors, too.

Rachel Adams is professor of English and
comparative literature, Columbia University.
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Universities are a rich mix of
uncertainty, hierarchy and fear, as
well as ingenuity, cooperation and

dedication. In these contexts academics
receive communications from those in
managerial positions concerning the
importance of engagement and
knowledge transfer activities, whilst also
being urged to target a narrow list of
journals in increasingly rapid timeframes
according to the latest metrics of impact
assessment.

Communications become disjointed.
Tensions are apparent in the translation
of strategic directions via faculties and
departments to individual academics.
This is not assisted by collecting
enormous amounts of information that
has little bearing upon the capacity for
creating intelligent organisations.

One reaction to this state of affairs is
a wholehearted embrace of the current
crisis. We can hear this when managers
speak of opportunities emerging from a
crisis as we all “move forward”; such
utterances tend to be accompanied by
disparaging remarks concerning those

who do not accept the self-evidence of
new realities. No wonder that history is
ignored by those engaged in a frenetic
search for intangible futures.

In our knowledge factories enormous
effort goes into avoiding challenges to
these pre-ordained realities. Learning is
the casualty. Corporate re-branding,
institutional restructuring and
permanent organizational changes re-
cast the university, with corresponding
effects on the work that is performed
within them.

Institutional positions are then
created in “change management” and
resources are mobilized to secure these
positions. That, in turn, leads to an
embrace of particular ideas to create the
practices for what is needed to “move
forward”. Choices evaporate in the face
of these constructed “necessities”.

Universities are then judged in terms
of “business performance”. Performance
indicators are poured over in numerous
meeting and saturate decision-making,
leaving ideas concerning the value of a
university in society to one side. The

scene is then set for accountability to
move from common understandings of
purpose to narrow indicators of process-
based performance.

The separation between the
production, dissemination and reception
of knowledge is now complete.
However, this does not prevent
numerous attempts to determine
organizational practices via such
instruments as workload balancing
models. The “why” and “how” of
knowledge, which lies at the core of the
university, now sits in the shadow of the
measurability of “what”: external
income generation; citation indexes;
staff-student ratios; customer
satisfaction surveys; positions on league
tables and impact assessment.

To analyse these processes and their
effects upon university life would
require a degree of organisational
reflection that is rare. Why? Because
entrenched prerogatives cemented in
numerous processes are then open to
examination. Instead, external
individuals, usually consultants, are
brought in to produce models for ever-
greater success, even though the
knowledge they deploy is based on
learning from the individuals who work
within the universities themselves.

In the absence of developing this
understanding – requiring recognition
that the relation between management
and control is often a fantasy - the link
between action and purpose is severed.
What we then see is a relationship
between recognition and reward that is
judged by those who have no direct
acquaintance with management
practices and their organisational
consequences.

Strategic managers of universities –
everyone is now “strategic” – then seek
to represent universities in terms of their
relevance to user groups. Internally,
however, their dictates miss the mark in
the absence of a clear understanding of
occupational cultures, why they exist
and how they operate. However, to
embark upon a sustained examination
of this type means recognising that the
object of control might just be what
makes the university a distinctive place
of activity.

Universities are facing profound
changes, but alternatives exist to the
narrowness of current trajectories. The
weight of effort is now directed towards
silencing these possibilities. We are not
well served by this myopia. An enlarged
body of civic interests need to be

One lesson of the Universal Design
movement is that when the built
environment is made accessible for

people with disabilities, everybody stands
to gain.

Dropped kerbs and kneeling buses are
useful for wheelchairs, but also to the elderly
and anyone pushing a pram or a shopping
trolley. Closed captioning, developed for
those with hearing impairments, is now
indispensable in gyms, airports and
waiting rooms.

With this in mind, I was intrigued by a
lecture on Universal Design Learning (UDL) –
which applies Universal Design principles
to classroom curricula – sponsored by our
local chapter of the US’ National Down
Syndrome Society. Although I teach and
write about disability, I went more as a
parent than a professor. My son Henry
has Down’s syndrome and is approaching
school age. I’m trying to learn about
curricular innovations that would allow
him to be included along with his non-
disabled peers.

Proponents of UDL claim that it offers
principles for developing curricula that give
all students an equal opportunity to learn.
Rather than making adjustments on an ad hoc
basis, classroom materials are, from the outset,
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Universal wisdom:
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Intuitively, I already use many UDL
techniques. I know my students
understand a subject better if it
is presented to them in multiple
ways
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