
UNIVERSAL DESIGN AND THE 
DILEMMA OF DIFFERENCE

Professor Carrie Weston

Metanoia Institute



AIMS

• To consider how we achieve / ensure universal inclusion to support an agenda 

of widening participation.

• To reflect on the extent to which ‘inclusion’ is achieved through an individual 

support/adjustments model.

• To explore what a ‘universal design’ of curriculum, delivery and assessment 

must consider, and whether this solves the dilemma of difference. 



WHAT EVEN IS ‘ INCLUSION’?!

• A term that entered widespread use in education in the early 90s, but with a focus on 

learners that had previously been ‘segregated’ (for ‘additional’ or ‘extra’ provision)

• Discourses about diversity, equality and widening participation regularly fail to 

interrogate the tensions and contradictions about normative practices.

• ‘Widening participation’ cannot end with access; it must result in the fundamental 

changes necessary to authentically include all those participating.

• We asked ourselves – how can we make an authentic difference to widening 

participation in the professions of counselling and psychotherapy?



ANTICIPATORY DUTY

• Planning for inclusive curricula is part of the anticipatory duty of the Equality Act (2010) 

• How this operates at a micro level (individual) and macro level (programme design, 
delivery) are frequently different

• Does current provision (i.e; DSA funding) obey the law of adhocracy?

• To what extent is responsibility selective – and does this lead to the potential to ‘include 
me out’?



BACK TO THE FUTURE

• Debates raged in schools during the 80s following Mary Warnock’s extensive 

report recognising that 20% of all learners experience some kind of need, at 

any time.

• This is not a ‘fixed’ 20%.; the population interchanges. But it is a figure that 

remains stable across the globe.

• Recognition of disability, gender, race, sexual orientation, poverty, social 

disadvantage

• United Nations – EFA (Education For ALL)



SHIFTING PARADIGMS

• Access to resources, support, or something ‘additional’ is often obtained by diagnosis/assessment or 

(possibly) self-identification.  This is a deficit model, where resources are provided according to 

perceived ‘need’.

• Such support allows the individual to function within the unchanged system 

• However, what this system does not do is to offer a standard level of support to : disabled students; 
those with undiagnosed disability; atypical learners with no disability; students who are not learning 
in their home language; students experiencing short-term stress, trauma or illness, etc…

• In short, it is not an inclusive or enabling model.  It is also expensive!



MARTHA MINOW’S ‘DILEMMA’

• Dilemmas of difference appear unresolvable - equal treatment vs. special 
treatment.

• The difference dilemma is a symptom of a particular way of looking at the 
world. The problem arises only in a culture that officially condemns the 
assigned status of inequalities and yet, in practice, perpetuates them. This 
ambivalence is itself sustained by a set of usually unstated assumptions.



UNIVERSAL DESIGN FOR LEARNING

• (Moss, 2022)   ‘Alongside efforts to decolonise courses and institutions, we can create learning 
environments where everyone feels included by design, not as an afterthought’ (my italics).      

• Not a new idea, but one that we are bringing under renewed scrutiny.  UDL opposes making post 
hoc (or afterthought) adjustments for students 

• Instead, UDL proposes a range of live, routine, adjustments within the repertoire of everyday 
practice, delivery, planning and assessment

• This does not require students to have a ‘reason’ to access inclusive support.  

• Rather than holding an ‘ideal’ student in mind (the cognitive academic), planning, delivery and 
assessment accounts for a spectrum of potential students.



UDL

• UDL seeks to embed a range of adjustments in all routine practices for teaching, presentation 
and assessment, providing a constructive alignment (Biggs 2003) between the learning 
outcomes and how we make these accessible to all our students.  

• In other words, purposeful learning and teaching will recognise all students’ entitlement to an 
experience that respects diversity, enables participation, removes barriers and anticipates 
and considers a variety of learning needs and preferences without directly or indirectly 
excluding anyone (HEA definition, 2015; p12)



CHALLENGING THE STRANGLEHOLD OF THE 
‘COGNITIVE ACADEMIC’ IDEAL

(HARGREAVES 1982)

• Creating effective learning environments and learning communities

• Providing a variety of assessment opportunities

• Prepare all academic staff to teach all students

• Emphasise higher order thinking skills; problem solving; real-world tasks



EXAMPLES:

• Raising tutor awareness, providing information, training, support 

• Best practices on the presentation and delivery of materials (font / size; colour / graphics; advance 

provision of materials; provide glossary of terms, etc….

• Presenting verbally; questioning, noticing, use of pause

• Rolling deadlines

• Communicating the baseline expectations to students



RANGE OF ASSESSMENT

• See:

QAA (2022) Embedding Inclusive Assessment: FINAL REPORT; QAA Collaborative Enhancement Project, 

Teesside University; July 2022



Assessment policies and processes informed by awareness of student needs, understanding of external 

pressures, and insights into structures and societal barriers. 

Assessment process is clear and transparent, developed through a constructive dialogue between staff and 

students. 

Assessment literacy : students actively engaged with assessment processes with a focus on clarifying learning 

outcomes and expectations. 

Students and staff share an understanding of the purposes, requirements, and approaches of assessment. 

Embeds support: academic and wellbeing support is integrated within teaching and assessment. 

Formative opportunities : assessment framed as a developmental process within which students engage in 

formative tasks and receive timely, relevant, and manageable feedback. 

Students feel safe to fail, knowing they will be supported to learn from the experience. 

Fosters digital capabilities. 

Promotes authenticity: assessment tasks are relevant to students’ subject areas, employment sectors and 

contexts of further study to which students will progress. 



IN SHORT…

• A rights-based, social-model approach

• Efficacy and pragmatism

• Makes fiscal, organisational and moral sense



THE DILEMMA, REVISITED...

• It is recognised that for some students, as identified by Layer (2017), there will remain 
the necessity for additional and individual provision to supplement the inclusive 
accessibility that UDL aims to provide.  

• The model does not seek to deny individual experiences or the right to access 
additional resource where appropriate.  
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Professor Carrie Weston (PhD, FHEA) is Deputy CEO at Metanoia Institute and Chair of their Equality, 
Diversity and Inclusion Committee. Carrie will outline the work of Metanoia Institute in seeking to 
develop inclusive learning, teaching and assessment practices which incorporate principles of Universal 
Design for Learning. The session will consider how programme design can, ultimately, foster greater 
equality within the field of mental health itself. What actionable steps be taken in order to enhance 
student success and promote diversity and inclusion in the graduate workforce?


