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GOALS AND INTENTIONS

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) has been a revolutionary lens, over the last decade, in the way 
Higher Education (HE), as a sector, has shifted its views and practices with diverse learners (Fovet, 
2016). In this sense, it rightfully deserves a central stage in this volume. So far though, UDL has been 
mostly used as a framework when exploring the inclusion of students with impairments (La, Dyjur & 
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Bair, 2018). At times, it has more recently been used to explore best practices with International Stu-
dents within a landscape of intense internationalization (Fovet, 2019). UDL has yet, however, to be fully 
explored with regards to the needs of Indigenous students and it is this dimension that will be discussed 
and examined in this chapter.

The decolonization of the curriculum is now discussed at length in Higher Ed to the extent that it 
relates to Indigenous students, but so far discussions have remained very much focused on the decoloni-
zation of the actual content of the curriculum (Gaudry & Lorenz, 2018). This chapter will examine how 
a distinct task must now be tackled: the decolonization of teaching practices. The chapter will examine 
how instruction and assessment remain largely euro-centric in HE, in most Global North countries, and 
hence discriminate against Indigenous learners, among others (Semper & Blasco, 2018).

The first section of the chapter will situate the landscape and review the literature. The second part 
of the chapter will examine, in practical details, the ways UDL can be used by HE instructors as a lens 
to decolonize teaching and assessment practices. This section of the chapter will draw extensively on a 
phenomenological reflection by the author: he has for several years – before becoming faculty – been 
involved within Student Services in promoting and implementing UDL across a large campus, and has 
worked extensively with the Indigenous support services within that institution. The third section of the 
chapter will consider management of change and, looking ahead, the challenges that remain - from a 
leadership stance - in fully and systematically implementing the process of embracing UDL to decolo-
nize teaching and learning.

INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT

Universal Design for Learning is a framework for inclusion which has appeared three decades ago in the 
K-12 field, and has progressively gained momentum in the HE sector (Dalton, Lyner-Cleophas, Ferguson 
& McKenzie, 2019). It is not unique in its goals, which are to provide students with disabilities inclusive 
and equitable access to learning. Differentiation, individualized learning and even simple retrofitting - 
in the form of accommodations – are all frameworks that seek to achieve the same objective and which 
have been developed in HE since the 1970s (Johnstone & Edwards, 2019). UDL is unique, however, in 
the sense that it places the focus not on individualized learner differences but on the instructor’s role in 
creating fully accessible learning experiences (Sari Dewi, Anwar Dalimunthe & Faadhil, 2019).

UDL draws its roots from Universal Design, an architectural movement which started querying, from 
mid-20th century, architecture’s over-focus on aesthetics (Gonzales, 2018). Instead Universal Design 
advocates encouraged architects and developers to consider the use the actual occupiers of the building 
would wish to enjoy (Mortice, 2019); this led to the emergence of the notion of user experience (UX) 
as a central premise in the design of spaces and products (Skarlatidou, et al., 2019). UDL has adapted 
this perspective to the classroom; it sees the role of the educator as that of a designer who must seek 
to increase accessibility and flexibility as optimally as they can in order to include the greatest number 
possible (Hunt, 2019).

UDL, in this sense, draws from the social model of disability; it can even be suggested it in fact trans-
lates the social model of disability into classroom practices (Fovet, 2014). The social model of disability 
indeed argues that disability is not an inherent label or a characteristic of individuals, but rather that is 
situated in the interaction between people’s personal embodiment and the expectations of the environ-
ment (Berghs, Atkin, Hatton & Thomas, 2019). If individuals face barriers, it is argued that this is due 
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to a design of the environment which does not take into account diversity. Inclusive design on the other 
hand can remove most barriers by embedding a reflection on user diversity and UX at the very heart of 
each design blueprint (Kummitha, 2019).

UDL supports educators in creating inclusive classroom provisions by encouraging them to adopt and 
sustain a design thinking perspectives. The three principles of UDL (multiple means of representation, 
multiple means of action and expression, and multiple means of engagement) offer instructors a lens on 
their practice (Kennette & Wilson, 2019). It gives them tangible tools to begin, sustain, and develop a 
design exploration of their teaching practices, assessment processes and choice of educational resources 
(Qazi, Mustafa & Ali, 2018). It encourages instructors in HE to inject optimal flexibility in each of 
these three dimensions of learning, in order to allow students to choose their own pathway to the course 
objective (Nieminen & Pesonen, 2020). UDL is seen a life-long, or career-long, process of reflection 
on how best to widen access through flexible design (Tobin, 2019b); the principles can be applied to all 
academic disciplines and teaching environments in diverse ways and may lead to different outcomes. 
The outcomes are not prescriptive, and do not constitute a checklist; it is the process itself which is of 
interest for Inclusion purposes (Smith, et al., 2019).

Although it has initially been developed to increase accessibility for students with disabilities, the 
potential of UDL for inclusion is not limited to this clientele. UDL has recently been used with success 
to create inclusive provisions for first generation learners (Bracken & Novak, 2019) and for international 
students (Fovet, 2019). This has led to a degree of momentum in research around the relevance of UDL 
as a lens around multiculturalism in the classroom and culture responsive pedagogy (Kieran & Anderson, 
2018; Ammon, 2019). There is also increasing interest in how UDL can serve the needs of Indigenous 
students in HE (Katz, n.d.; Lethbridge School Division, 2018; Gray, Hogan & Benton Kearley, 2019).

DECOLONIZING THE CURRIULUM

Attempting to Define the Notion of Indigenous Student

It may be important to define the notion of Indigenous students before embarking on a wider reflection 
around the notion of decolonization of the curriculum. As this chapter discusses mostly the author’s 
phenomenological analysis of his lived experience as UDL advocate on Canadian campuses, it might 
be tempting to turn to Federal Canadian definitions for this sub-group of the HE student population 
(Ottmann, 2017). This is problematic, however, in many ways. First Canadian Federal definitions of 
Indigeneity make explicit reference to the Indian Act, and perpetuate colonist attitudes, terminology and 
perceptions. It is therefore possibly the worst possible starting point to engage in a reflection around 
decolinization (Bains, 2014; Indigenous Affairs and Northern Development Canada, 2016).

Federal classification and terminology around Indigeneity is also extremely problematic because it 
denies status to many Indigenous people. Indigenous people who have left their communities and adopted 
urban lifestyle tend to be erased from data on Indigeneity altogether or face considerable challenges in 
proving heritage and status (Bingham, Moniruzzaman, Patterson, Distasio, Sareen, O’Neil & Somers, 
2019; Neeganagwedgin, 2019). In what amounts to the culmination of colonial attitudes, Indigenous 
people are construed as having status solely if they comply with Eurocentric preconceptions as to their 
lifestyle, location and life choices (Belanger & Awosoga & Head, 2013). Current legislation on status 
also fails to recognize the sixties scoop, and its contemporary repercussion for many Indigenous people. 
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Social work policies have in the 1960s allowed the forced removal of Indigenous students from their 
communities and families, and their adoption by Caucasian families (Russel, 2016; Valiquette, 2019). 
Many Indigenous adults in Canada therefore find themselves deprived of affiliation with community, 
use of Indigenous language, access to cultural heritage, and also face considerable challenge in obtaining 
status (Morin, 2019; Smith, 2019). Finally Metis people in Canada, individuals of mixed heritage from 
long-standing communities in the Prairies, face considerable challenges in having their status recognized 
(Leroux & Gaudry, 2017).

The notion of Indigeneity is therefore much more about lived experience, affiliation to a community, 
and feeling of identity than it is about official governmental categorization (Gover 2016). Of course, this 
phenomenological approach has presented challenges too with cases of cultural appropriation a frequent 
occurrence in the neo-colonial Canadian landscape. Euro-Canadian have indeed been known to claim 
Indigenous heritage to challenge the process of decolonization (Barrera & Deer, 2019). An indigenous 
community’s willingness to recognize, embrace and afford affiliation to an individual who identifies as 
being part of that community will therefore have to be the ultimate test of the term ‘Indigenous student’ 
(Muir, 2011; Garrison, 2018; Watt & Kowal, 2019).

While this chapter will discuss the experiences of Indigenous students from Canada in Canadian HE, 
it would be unrealistic to see the notion of Indigeneity as being defined solely on a regional level. While 
neo-liberalism and globalization have not been a friend for most Indigenous communities, Indigenous 
people have nonetheless taken this phenomenon in their strides and sought to seek benefits, visibility 
and voice from these processes (Hershey, 2019). Indigeneity is hence increasingly also defined glob-
ally in terms of international networks and dialogue between communities who share commonalities 
(Clemens, 2019; Ozer, Meca & Schwartz, 2019). This in particular means that we in all likelihood have 
International students in our HE classroom who are not domestic but also identify as Indigenous (Doyle 
& Prout, 2012).

The Realities of Indigenous Students’ Experiences

This chapter is going to focus on the decolonization of classroom practices, by a process of erosion of 
euro-centric formats of delivery and assessment. It would be too narrow to focus on this process without 
acknowledging the wider challenges Indigenous students face in HE. First there is the issue, in Canada, 
of long distance separation from communities and families (Gakavi, 2011; Restoule, Mashford-Pringle, 
Chacaby, Smillie, Brunette & Russel, 2013). Before students face the hurdle of euro-centric classroom 
practices, they first face issues with regards to access to HE: admissions processes implicitly discrimi-
nate against Indigenous students because they fail to acknowledge and take into account the significant 
challenges these students have experienced in the K-12 sector (Timmons, 2013). There is then the issue 
of endemic racism in attitudes and micro-aggressions on campus (Canel-Çınarbaş & Yohani, 2019). 
Students will have to develop considerable resilience to all these factors before the issue of Eurocentric 
class practices even registers in their sight.

Intersectionality is also a concept that must be kept in sight when examining the experiences of In-
digenous students in HE (Nichols & Stahl, 2019). Intersectionality is a concept within Critical Theory 
which encourages scholars and practitioners to consider the fact that marginalization is often experienced 
at different level, from the perspective of distinct identities (Linder, 2019). Any exploration of the chal-
lenges these students face as Indigenous individual, solely from the perspective of this identity, may 
have the result of hiding and even dismissing preoccupations these students may also have, within other 
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identities, as females, ass LGBTQ2S+ individuals, or as students facing significant socio-economic 
challenges. The notion of Indigenous students must therefore always be considered under the lens of 
Intersectionality as being complex and multilayered (LaPierre, 2019).

Decolonizing the Higher Education Curriculum

Any exploration of inclusive provisions for Indigenous students in HE needs to be contextualized in a 
wider context of decolonization of the curriculum. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 
report has led to growing interest around this process in Canada (Madden, 2019). In fact there is a distinct 
overlap between the process of including international students and Indigenous students in HE – both 
very topical issues at present-, and both processes involve a reflection around decolonization of the cur-
riculum. In one instance it is decolonization of our relationship with Global South students in a context 
of increased internationalization of HE (SOAS, 2017; Charles, 2019); in the other, it is decolonization 
of our relationship with Indigenous communities within the academy in a context of neo-colonialism 
(Miles, 2018).

Decolonization of the curriculum requires an examination of the euro-centric nature of the content 
being taught in HE. This process has begun in many HE campuses, through a reflection around authors, 
readings, theories, stances, and the absence of representation of non-Caucasian voices in the fields in 
question (Schmidt, 2019). This highlights, as a process, the lack of representation of both Global South 
voices (van Jaarsveldt, de Vries & Kroukamp, 2019), and Indigenous voices (Louie, Pratt, Hanson & 
Ottmann, 2017) in our choices of perspectives in the Academy. This has meant a re-examination of 
educational material, course outlines, reading lists, and of race and ethnicity in the hiring of instructors 
(Allen, 2012; Kimmermer, 2013).

What has perhaps been missing so far in this reflection is the desire to go beyond just a decolonization 
of the content of the curriculum, to explore the Eurocentric flavour of our teaching practices themselves 
(Zembylas, 2018). Decolonizing pedagogical practices is a reflection which will take a lot longer as a 
process, and requires specific tools to guide instructors. This is the context within which UDL offers 
very specific assistance, as HE begins to tackle this journey.

DECOLONIZING TEACHING PRACTICES WITH UDL

UDL is a particularly convenient tool to guide instructors as they reflect on the Eurocentric nature of 
their teaching practices. Because the three UDL principles encourage instructors to embed as much 
flexibility as possible in each dimension of their teaching and assessment, it is likely to give them the 
space necessary to explore the diverse needs of students from other cultures. It is likely to enable them to 
break the cycle which otherwise, in many cases, leads educators to perpetuate classroom practices they 
have themselves experienced and that have proven to be congenial to them. This section of the chapter 
will examine how the three UDL principles can, on terrain, prove powerful to support instructors while 
they decolonize their pedagogy and create inclusive provisions for Indigenous students.
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Methodological Stance

This section of the chapter will be relying on the author’s direct experiences with the implementation of 
UDL with Indigenous students. The author is an associate professor within a faculty of education; his 
practice is focused on UDL and as result he is often asked to provide UDL consultancy to universities 
and colleges. Over the period of his PhD., he also took on the role of director of an accessibility unit on a 
large Canadian campus, where for four years he led a drive to implement UDL across the institution. The 
methodology adopted within this section will, explicitly, be phenomenology (Sandi-Urena, 2018), as the 
chapter will capitalize on the author’s own experiences supporting instructors towards UDL implementa-
tion, both currently as a colleague and, previously, as an accessibility specialist within Student Services.

Use of UDL in a Reflection on the Process of Decolonizing Teaching Practices

Generally speaking, UDL is useful as a lens in the process of decolonizing teaching practices, because 
it places instructors squarely into a designer stance; it also leads them to keep the user experience of 
the learner squarely in their sight. There are three UDL principles and each will be considered here in 
turn (Rao & Meo, 2016). A practitioner’s reflection around UDL may of course involve more than one 
principle; at times, these principles overlap considerably. Here they are considered individually, in a 
slightly artificial fashion, in an effort to provide clarity for the reader. The author will provide examples 
of the ways he has seen the three principles of UDL applied for the benefit of Indigenous students, but 
these illustrations are offered anecdotally only; this list is by no means exhaustive and there will be 
many more examples, and more complex illustrations in the field, of UDL being applied in this context.

Universal Design for Learning scholars and practitioners have traditionally broken down their reflec-
tion around accessible and inclusive learning on the basis of the three UDL principles. These principles 
are themselves grounded on three distinct functions which early UDL authors have identified within 
learning. They normally talk about three cognitive dimensions which are inherently part of teaching 
and learning – and three parts of the brain which come into play in each respective case (CAST, 2018). 
One dimension of learning involves receiving information (representation); another involves producing 
meaning (action and expression); a third amounts to an act of affective connection with learning (en-
gagement). UDL argues that for teaching and learning to optimally address the needs of all learners, it 
is essential for the greatest possible degree of flexibility to be afforded to learners in each of these three 
dimensions (CAST, 2019).

Multiple Means of Representation

A specific dimension of learning, according to UDL scholars, is the act of receiving information (Allen, 
2018). Learners are diverse in the way they perform this function and, in order for an optimal number 
of learners to find learning accessible, instructors need to embed as much flexibility as they can to this 
dimension of teaching and learning (Schreffler, Vasquez III, Chini & James, 2019). When UDL examines 
accessibility with regards to students with disabilities, much of this reflection focuses solely on the acces-
sibility of the information offered within courses: is this material offered in multiple formats? Can it be 
accessed through assistive software? Does it avoid obvious web accessibility barriers (Axelrod, 2018)?

The reflection around ‘multiple means of representation’ may be a little different when it comes to 
the inclusion of Indigenous learners, but it no less effective or powerful. A comment often noted by 
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first generation Indigenous students is the great extent to which higher education teaching and learning 
focuses on written information (Black & Hachkowski, 2019). Indigenous cultures have been far more 
reliant on oral forms of communication, and storytelling than the Eurocentric tradition has ever allowed 
in the academy (Fernández‐Llamazares & Cabeza, 2018). University teaching and learning, on the 
other hand, is anchored in writing as a means of transmitting and demonstrating knowledge. There is 
now a progressive awareness emerging within HE around the fact that this may not always be congenial 
for Indigenous students. Decolonizing the curriculum therefore necessarily involves reconsidering this 
over-focus on the written word. There is now growing – but still very limited - willingness to accept 
that academic knowledge can be demonstrated in oral format and through storytelling (Ketelle, 2017); 
Canadian universities have started accepting PhD. defences that are entirely verbal and, more recently, 
even theses that are entirely submitted solely in oral format (University of Calgary, 2018).

When it comes to shifting HE instructors away from a narrow focus on written transmission of 
knowledge, UDL is going to be central in this reflection and is going to encourage instructors to offer 
information and material to learners in flexible and diverse ways. This will increasingly include story-
telling and oral transmission of knowledge through videos and podcasts, which can be embedded in our 
Learning Management System (LMS) platforms with a fair degree of ease using technology (Staley & 
Freeman, 2017; Loewen, Kinshuk & Suhonen, 2018). The author has supported instructors involved in 
a reflection of this kind, in his past capacity as director of an accessibility service, and it has been clear 
to these educators that their reflection around storytelling and oral traditions of knowledge transmis-
sion have proven extremely beneficial in supporting Indigenous students in these courses (Datta, 2018). 
Implementing UDL within the HE class will mean systematically ensuring that our resources in class 
and on our LMS, are composed of a healthy and diversified diet of text, videos, podcasts, and digital 
stories – of various levels of complexity. This guarantees a greater flexibility of access for Indigenous 
students, as well as other diverse learners.

Multiple Means of Action and Expression

Redesign of the In-class Group Work Requirements

One of the three UDL principles encourages instructors to inject as much flexibility as possible in the 
way they design tasks that require the student to be creating and communicating content. This principle 
normally includes a look at the design of participation in class, of contribution to discussions and forums, 
of assessment of skills needing to be demonstrated, and of the production of artifacts and products (Boothe, 
Lohmann, Donnell & Hall, 2018). Often, scholarship around this UDL principle focuses on assignments 
since the redesign of assessment is often the most pressing task for students facing accessibility issues. 
There is no doubt that examples could be given of ways assessment is euro-centric and often inherently 
penalizes Indigenous students in higher education. On this occasion, however, the author will try to offer 
examples beyond assessment, and revisit a pedagogical reflection which he witnessed being carried out 
by colleagues while supporting faculty in his capacity as director of accessibility services.

This involved the scheduling of in-class peer discussion groups, a teaching practice often adopted at 
Masters level teaching (Brame & Biel, 2015). He encountered several instructors who engaged in a re-
flection around the need to redesign their requirements for classroom participation and group work. They 
were beginning to query the equitable nature of this requirement and had observed a number of students 
being clearly ill at ease with this format of class engagement, and this often included Indigenous students. 
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As a result, students for whom this format of discussion was congenial, took the limelight, excelled and 
took much of the floor, leaving others stuck in fairly passive roles. These roles and their limitations were 
being perpetuated and accentuated by the requirement for classroom group work and discussion – a format 
itself endless reiterated, through a process that is almost transgenerational, by instructors who have been 
subjected to it and have not necessarily taken the time to reconsider its effectiveness.

In this case, the instructors in question used UDL as a lens on their practice and, without altering 
their overarching teaching objectives, came up with alternatives that offered more flexibility for students. 
Instead of insisting on oral contribution in class within live groups, they shifted this course requirement 
to include another space, and offered the alternative of contributing to virtual forums. The instructors 
felt this had the desired effect, and they observed many of the students reluctant to take the floor in class 
contribute actively once the virtual forum alternative had been offered. Often these contributions did 
take place in real time within the class, but still took the form of virtual interactions – often abundant 
– instead of a traditional oral contribution in the classroom space. These instructors noted that this was 
particularly effective with Indigenous students who perhaps had hesitations about taking the floor to 
make their contributions.

Acknowledgement has to be given here to the antagonism many Indigenous students still experi-
ence in the HE class and to their possible reluctance to draw attention and engage in such an environ-
ment (Canel-Çınarbaş & Yohani, 2019). Scholars also point to the radically different ways Indigenous 
communities involve themselves in group discussions through a circle format that has its own specific 
etiquette (Chomat, et al., 2019); the chaos of our HE group discussions does not align in any way with 
the respect, reciprocity, and humbleness of the Indigenous circle. The literature highlights our inability 
thus far to demonstrate sensitivity to these traditions in our HE discussion formats (McMahon, Griese 
& Kenyon, 2019).

Use of PhotoVoice as a Formative Tool in the Classroom

The author has himself engaged in a pedagogical reflection around the ‘multiple means of action and 
expression’ principle in his own classroom as an instructor in Masters level courses. This has led him to 
introduce a specific classroom practice that has shown to be extremely congenial to Indigenous students 
and very powerful as a tool towards inclusion. In order to inject a degree of flexibility in the class when 
asking students to demonstrate their individual engagement with the subject matter, he has begun the 
course with the use the PhotoVoice format. PhotoVoice is a global movement which has sought to use 
photography to encourage marginalized minority students to find their voice, showcase their identity, 
and express their perspective on phenomena that affect them directly (Switzer, 2019; Wass, Anderson, 
Rabello, Golding, Rangi & Eteuati, 2019). While this redesign of the traditional classroom discussion 
may seem benign, it has dramatic effects in giving students who may feel disempowered in traditional 
hegemonic structures a highly personalized way to express their own stance and lived experience (Beh-
rendt & Machtmes, 2016). The author has used PhotoVoice for formative purposes in Global Education, 
Critical Pedagogy and Professional Portfolio courses; the impact has been powerful for a variety of 
students, and it is clear that Indigenous students have, as a rule, found this innovative way of engaging 
with their class and of demonstrating their engagement with the subject matter extremely transformative.
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Multiple Means of Engagement

The last of the three UDL principles encourages instructors to inject as much flexibility as possible 
into the ways they wish their students to engage with learning; they are asked to provide multiple ways 
of engagement to guarantee inclusion and accessibility (Tobin, 2019). UDL scholars connect this third 
principle to the section of the brain where, they argue, the affective part of learning takes place (Bedros-
sian, 2018). Implementing this UDL principle in higher education can be delicate as many educators will 
wave it off with a little too much ease, assuming that they have already done the necessary ground work 
around student engagement (Howard, 2015). What this UDL principle targets is a little more complex, 
however, than keeping students engaged through a lecture; it is about learners genuinely connecting 
with interests that are their own; it is about offering them motivational ownership over their learning.

Here UDL overlaps a fair deal with Critical Pedagogy. Critical Pedagogy indeed encourages educa-
tors to consider the extent to which traditional educational institutions marginalize minority students 
and oppress them in the way they expect them to fit compliantly into uncongenial structures and power 
dynamics (Serrano, O’Brien, Roberts & Whyte, 2018). The aim of this third UDL principle is a politi-
cally charged objective, and it fully acknowledges that some learners may have been so deeply alienated 
by educational institutions that it may be a very tenuous task to attempt to remedy this damage. UDL, 
in this respect, is extremely ambitious and fully recognizes the alienation Indigenous students - along 
with LGBTQ students, racialized students, students suffering from poverty, female students suffering 
from gender discrimination, and students with disabilities – are experiencing in HE. The act of provid-
ing ‘multiple means of engagement’ therefore needs to go a little further than varying one’s assignment 
format or varying lecture techniques. It is about fundamentally reinventing the way one connects with 
learners through teaching and learning.

A way the author has explored to implement this UDL principle with some authenticity in his Masters 
level courses has been curriculum co-creation; this has proved particularly powerful for the Indigenous 
students he has supported within these courses. Curriculum co-creation is a process which attempts to 
offer some ownership to the students over what is taught in a course, and how it is taught (Huxham, 
Hunter, McIntyre, Shilland & McArthur, 2015; Kandiko Howson & Weller, 2016). In some cases, cur-
riculum co-creation can extend to assessment and take the form of co-creation of marking rubrics (Deeley 
& Bovill, 2017; Doyle, Buckley & Whelan, 2019).

The concept of curriculum co-creation can appear overwhelming and daunting to many instructors 
in HE because it suggests a degree of freedom on the part of the students, and instructors may feel that 
they are unable to relinquish control over content (Mercer-Mapstone, et al. 2017). Curriculum co-creation 
in fact, however, can be fairly simple and does not need to be time consuming. Initial classes are used 
to create a rapport with the students and to offer them space within which to express their preferences. 
Even if course objectives are pre-determined, there is often still a fair degree of lea way as to the specific 
authors, illustrations, readings and examples which are used in the classroom (Rock, Foster & Lamb, 
2015; Bovil, 2019).

This is extremely powerful as a process for Indigenous students as it offers them a space within 
which to demand the recognition of Indigenous content, the acknowledgement of Indigenous scholars, 
and the active integrations of Indigenous ways of knowing and methodologies (Gone, 2019). When they 
are offered this space to express preferences, Indigenous students are more likely to feel that the course 
connects with their lived experiences and their reality. This has momentous impact on motivation and 
engagement. The author has, in the past, used a curriculum co-creation approach in a Graduate Seminar 
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course, as well as in an Introduction to Theory course, and in an Action research course. Curriculum co-
creation leads to proactive integration of topics and themes that are directly relevant to the lived experi-
ences of Indigenous students, and results in heightened affective involvement in the running of a course.

MANAGING CHANGE: LEADERSHIP LENS ON DECOLONIATION WITH UDL

The benefits of UDL for Indigenous students is clear in terms of decolonization of pedagogical prac-
tices. However, there are other variables around this process of change that must also be acknowledged, 
examined and discussed.

Issues with Management of Change and UDL Implementation

Even if the benefits of UDL for the inclusion of Indigenous students are clear, the task of implementing 
it as a pedagogical framework in HE remains complex and fraught with challenges. Campus that have 
begun this process have often underestimated its complexity (Fovet, in print), as well as the degree of 
resistance it can be met with. Whether UDL is seen as benefitting students with disabilities, international 
students or Indigenous students, the resistance is the same, and the implementation will often have to be 
radically rethought and re-energized before it becomes systemic and sustainable. So far, indeed, UDL 
implementation has been tackled solely from the ‘benefits’ angle, with implementation drives and strategic 
scaling-up campaigns limiting themselves to highlighting the benefits of UDL for the student population.

This makes the grave mistake of ignoring the complexity of the HE landscape. It is rooted in tradition 
and history, and fairly resistant to change (Birx, 2019); it is complex and multidisciplinary and hence will 
need to be considered with subtlety as perspectives are not shared and backgrounds and training vary 
greatly, as do the theoretical stances of the various stakeholders. It is not about the ‘why’ at this stage 
of UDL implementation in HE, but rather should be about the ‘how’. For this reason it is suggested that 
an ecological outlook on the process of change and UDL implementation needs to be adopted before a 
blue print for wider development can be tailored to each institutional context (Fovet, in print).

Using the Indigenous Perspective to Give UDL Momentum

The Indigenous student perspective may actually bring new energy to the current UDL implementation 
drive in HE. So far, UDL has been so closely associated to students with disabilities that it has been easy 
for many stakeholders on campuses to ignore this discourse or to dismiss it. The emerging literature 
showing the impact it can have for international students has gone some way to change this perspective 
and has begun reframing this voice as something far different than a minority discourse (Fovet, 2019). 
It has indicated that it is an agenda that matters to a fair percentage of our campus population. The fact 
that UDL now appears as clearly pertinent to the inclusion of Indigenous students will add political mo-
mentum to its adoption in higher education. In Canada notably, the TRC has become a major political 
priority. This carves out a very important space for UDL to be deployed with urgency (Walsh Marr, 2019).
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Finding Allies and Developing Collaborative Interdisciplinary Practices

This shift in the landscape means that the personnel of support services for Indigenous students in HE 
find themselves at an exceptionally opportune time to create and shape new relationships with other 
student services and student affairs personnel (Wilks, Wilson & Kinnane, 2017). Indigenous support 
is no longer seen in a fragmented way as a stand-alone specialized unit on campuses. Commonalities 
appear, and one of these shared priorities is the need to transform pedagogy to address learner diversity 
(Remenick, 2019). The need for pedagogical reform becomes a shared discourse for the personnel who 
support Indigenous students that now also connects them with the staff of accessibility services and of 
services for international students. In many ways, all of these services can now be seen as collectively 
supporting non-traditional learners within institutions that are tackling traditionalism in pedagogy (Wit-
kowsky, Mendez, Ogunbowo, Clayton & Hernandez, 2016).

This is a momentous change since it radically revolutionizes the nature of the work these individuals 
carry out, and gives it a powerfully innovative flavour. When Indigenous students contact their support 
services, they are no longer tapping into an over-specialized resource but instead are plugging into an 
array of services that see the diverse learner as ill-served in the traditional academy, and as needing ac-
cess to a more inclusively designed pedagogy. UDL serves as the cement in this discourse and in these 
demands for the re-design of pedagogy practices (Remenick, 2019). With this breaking of the silo, also 
comes a recognition of Intersectionality, a greater awareness that Indigenous students also have accessibil-
ity issues, financial struggles, mental health challenges, etc. (Mitchell, Simmons & Greyerbiehl, 2014). 
Institutions are hence becoming increasingly aware that the categorization of student services is a fiction 
that serves our needs as professionals, but often makes little sense for the student needing support. This 
changing vision around the fragmentation of support services for students, combined with the shared 
priority that pedagogy must be adapted and made more inclusive, has the potential to radically transform 
the HE support services landscape, and its modus operandi, in the coming years (Banks & Dohy, 2018).

OUTCOMES

The challenges identified in the previous section lead to certain specific calls for action and recommen-
dations. This closing segment of the chapter will examine implications with regards to reform in HE, 
looking to the future.

Need for Meaningful Literature in this Area

One important outcome of this chapter is that it highlights the pressing need for literature on this topic. 
The literature review showed how slim findings still are in this area, and it will be important and urgent 
for UDL scholars to tackle this issue. This is particularly timely, as writing around the TRC recommenda-
tions is intensifying (Treleaven, 2018). UDL has a place in HE with regards to the inclusion of Indigenous 
students, and sits squarely at the center of this call for action. It will mean that the UDL movement will 
have to evolve and modify its discourse in order integrate the work that is being done with Indigenous 
students. This has begun, and UDL is increasingly being presented as benefiting diverse learners, and 
there has been a shift in the literature away from just focusing on disability and impairment. It will be 
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crucial, however, to see Indigenous starting to be mentioned explicitly in this literature. UDL needs to 
be explicitly positions within the ways the TRC recommendation will be addressed in HE.

Development of Interdisciplinary Approaches 
around Indigenization of the Curriculum

It is striking that efforts to decolonize the curriculum have thus far remained very fragmented. On the one 
hand a scholarship has begun to emerge with regards to the decolonization of the curriculum in relation to 
the Global South (Stein & Andreotti, 2016). A distinct scholarship has developed around decolonization 
of the curriculum with regards to Indigenous students (Attas, 2019). Many of these latter efforts have 
actually been triggered and driven by student services or student affairs personnel, not faculty, which 
has created a further fragmentation in approaches and writing. There is often little effort currently being 
made for these various initiatives and perspectives to be seen as one, and woven together (Pidgeon, 2016; 
Macdonald & Markides, 2019). On another level still, work around flexible and accessible pedagogy is 
being carried out by UDL practitioners, mostly disability specialists (Kennette & Wilson, 2019) and this 
work does not either connect with the rest of the efforts deployed on campuses regarding the inclusion 
of diverse learners more generally. It will be important to see these various voices come together and 
adopt a common discourse in order to gain political and strategic momentum. This chapter suggests that 
UDL may be the vehicle needed to bring these voices and perspectives together.

Transformation of the UDL Advocacy Process

The UDL implementation drive and advocacy process which has begun on most campuses, also needs 
to undergo a metamorphosis. So far it has been driven mostly by accessibility services (Houghton & 
Fovet, 2012), but this strategic deployment now makes no sense considering its possible wider scope 
that is becoming apparent. Ownership of the UDL drive on campuses will have to be renegotiated and 
rethought. Considering the fact that UDL is now just as appealing to non-traditional students, students 
with disabilities, international students and Indigenous students, a new format of advocacy will need 
to be created on campuses to allow for this novel interdisciplinary approach (Fovet, 2019). There will 
need to be an ecological reflection around the complexity of the process of pedagogical transformation, 
when so many stakeholders are involved (Fovet, in print). There is also now a clear political opportunity 
for the personnel of support services for Indigenous students to begin voicing an explicit message and 
specific demands regarding pedagogy and its transformation, something which so far has been more or 
less out of bounds (Fredericks, Kinnear, Daniels, Croft-Warcon & Mann, 2017).
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ADDITIONAL READING

Bracken, S., & Novak, K. (Eds.). (2019). Transforming Higher Education through Universal Design for 
learning: An International Perspective. Routledge. doi:10.4324/9781351132077

Burgstahler, S. (2019) Universal design in Higher Education. Promising Practices. DO-IT. Retrieved 
from: https://www.washington.edu/doit/sites/default/files/atoms/files/Universal%20Design%20in%20
Higher%20Education_Promising%20Practices_0.pdf

KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Decolonizing the Curriculum: A process of reflection which seeks to identify the remnants of 
colonial domination in the format of instruction, its content, its assessment, the resources used, and 
the language of instruction. Decolonizing the Academy takes two shapes. It is occurring on a Global 
North-Global axis when developing countries challenge post-colonialism in their educational institu-
tions, as well as when Global North campuses are led to question their willingness to treat Global South 
stakeholders as equal partners. It is also occurring in countries where neo-colonialism is still ongoing in 
the marginalization and oppression of Indigenous communities. Here the work amounts to Indigenizing 
the curriculum. Indigenization of the curriculum.

Multiple Means of Action and Expression: This UDL principle – one of three – supports educators 
as they examine the ways they are expecting learners to provide content. It can relate to class contribu-
tion and participation, the completion of assignments, teamwork, the production of artifacts and original 
content or messaging. This UDL principle encourages instructors to consider flexible and diverse ways 
learners can fulfill these expectations.

Multiple Means of Engagement: This is one of the three UDL principles which guide instructors 
towards inclusive design of instruction and assessment. This principle allows faculty to query the way 
they interpret ‘learner engagement’ as a construct and helps them detect ways they are being teacher-
centric in when they formulate their expectations with regards to this component of learning. It encour-
ages them to inject as much flexibility as possible in their conceptualization of learner engagement and 
its manifestation in class.

Multiple Means of Representation: This is one of the three UDL principles. It guides instructors 
to examine the way they offer material, resources, and content to learners. It encourages faculty to inject 
optimal flexibility in the design of the ways they present information to the student, in order to cater for 
learner diversity.

Retrofitting: Retrofitting describes an approach to accessibility in the classroom which focuses on 
removing barriers encountered by students with disabilities, after the facts, through individual support 
measures. In Higher Education, these measures are often called ‘accommodations. They are legally 
mandated and go some ways to providing inclusive learning environments, but they are still based on 
a medical model approach which requires disclosure by the learner and a proof of diagnosis. These 
measures are never entirely inclusive as they require access to specialized support services, and lead to 
a degree of stigmatization.

Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report: The Truth and Reconciliation Commission was 
given the mandate within Canada in 2008 to explore and document the lasting repercussions of the Ca-
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nadian residential schools on the lives and culture of Indigenous people. The Report of the Commission 
was published in 2015 and offers 94 recommendations regarding the process of reconciliation between 
Euro-Caucasian settler populations and Indigenous communities.

Universal Design for Learning: Is a framework for the management of accessibility which focuses 
on inclusive design rather than retrofitting or accommodations. It does not place the burden on the indi-
vidual to disclose a diagnosis and seek services and accommodations, but rather presumes that learner 
diversity is ever present and that it must be addressed through inclusive design when creating instruction 
format and assessment or selecting teaching resources.


