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Using Universal Design for Learning to Drive Meaningful Course Evaluation

Introduction and Need for Strategy
As higher education serves increasingly diverse student populations, traditional course evaluation practices often fail to capture how instructional delivery and operational decisions shape student learning outcomes. End-of-course evaluations frequently emphasize instructor performance or student satisfaction without systematically examining whether course structures equitably support learning, engagement, and demonstration of knowledge. Consequently, faculty receive limited actionable feedback to improve teaching effectiveness while maintaining productivity and quality.

This presentation reframes course evaluation through the lens of Universal Design for Learning (UDL), positioning it as a powerful framework for assessing not only what is taught but how courses are operationalized and experienced by students. By using multiple means of representation, engagement, and action and expression as evaluative criteria, faculty can more accurately identify barriers in instructional delivery and align course implementation with intended learning outcomes (Ren, Lam, Wang, King, & Lee, 2026). This approach responds to the need for evaluation methods that both energize faculty and drive continuous improvement in inclusive, high-quality teaching.

Connection to Literature
Universal Design for Learning, grounded in neuroscience and learning sciences, emphasizes proactive design to support variability in how students access information, stay motivated, and demonstrate learning (Meyer, Rose, & Gordon, 2014). While UDL is widely discussed as a design framework, recent scholarship highlights its growing relevance for evaluating instructional effectiveness and learning environments (Meyer, Rose, & Gordon, 2014; Ok & Rao, 2019).

Literature on student learning experiences suggests that instructional delivery methods, assessment flexibility, and opportunities for engagement significantly influence student achievement and persistence (Zimmerman, 2002; Rao & Meo, 2016). Evaluative approaches aligned with UDL principles allow faculty to examine whether course operations, e.g., content delivery modes, activity structure, and assessment options, are equitably supporting learner success. This connection positions UDL as both a pedagogical and evaluative framework capable of improving instructional decision-making and ultimately student learning opportunities.





How it Works and Implementation of Strategy
This session introduces a practical, UDL-informed approach to course evaluation that can fit within existing workflows. Participants are shown how to use the three UDL principles as guiding questions when reviewing a course:
1) Engagement – How are students invited to participate with the content and persist?
2) Representation – How is content presented in different ways; what is explicit and what is implied?
3) Action & Expression – How can students scaffold, build, and demonstrate learning?

Using a vignette example, the facilitator will demonstrate how to connect learning outcomes, student feedback, and a small set of evaluation prompts. Rather than a full redesign, the focus is on identifying one or two places where instructors can gather better formative feedback during the course. Participants leave with a simple way to incorporate UDL questions into their existing evaluation practices.

Implications / Impact
Even small shifts toward UDL-aligned evaluation can help instructors better understand how students are experiencing a course. This approach can surface patterns related to access, engagement, and assessment without adding significant workload.
When instructors make small, targeted adjustments based on this feedback, students often experience clearer expectations, more flexibility, and stronger support. At the course level, this reframes evaluation as a tool for ongoing improvement rather than a one-time report.

Advice / Opportunities
Start small. Focus on one element of a course, such as a single assignment or module, and apply the three UDL questions when reviewing student feedback.
Instructors can look for trends rather than trying to respond to every comment, paying attention to:
1) Where students struggle to engage
2) How clearly content is communicated
3) Whether students have meaningful options to demonstrate learning

This approach is intended to be adaptable and sustainable, making it easier to build reflective evaluation practices over time without overhauling an entire course.

Preliminary evidence supporting this approach emerged from a pilot implementation across three sections of a nursing practicum course, two sections of an automotive repair course, one section of an agronomy course, and two sections of a microbiology course. Faculty used UDL-aligned evaluation prompts to gather feedback about student engagement, content representation, and opportunities for action and expression. Instructors reported that asking students directly about their engagement and preferred modes of engagement revealed previously unseen barriers that limited participation and persistence. Feedback related to representation highlighted areas where additional elaboration and explanation were needed, particularly in helping students understand how expert thinking and problem-solving processes were applied within course activities. Finally, providing students opportunities to contribute ideas for how learning could be demonstrated expanded assessment options and was associated with higher-quality project work. Collectively, these findings suggest that UDL-informed evaluation practices can help generate actionable evidence about where students struggle to engage, how clearly content is communicated, and whether learners have meaningful opportunities to demonstrate their understanding.
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