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Challenge
Barriers to learning come in various forms. For many, it’s simply a matter of not belonging to the “all” 
group that the “one size” is supposed to fit. Perhaps it’s because we have a sensory disability or a physical 
challenge, or simply aren’t a strong reader. It could be that we aren’t a native speaker of the region in 
which we live or just prefer to learn things in a certain order. These differences often interfere with our 
opportunities to learn, and unnecessarily so. Inflexible learning situations or tools often make it difficult or 
impossible to accommodate us as individuals. Accessibility solutions exist, but too often they are limited. 
They may require special access or don’t work in all situations. Often they’re available only for select 
individuals, even though many more could benefit from them. Leveraging otherwise valuable assistive 
technologies as retrofit solutions for diverse learners means that solutions sometimes arrive too late, or 
not at all. As a result, learning becomes inaccessible.

Solution
We need to reduce barriers to learning for diverse individuals. We believe the best way to do this by 
designing learning opportunities—including the curricula, materials, and assessments that support them—
that consider learners’ diverse needs from the start, rather than later. This central tenet of universal 
design (developed by Ron Mace in the field of architecture) further teaches us that by attending to the 
specific needs of a few, we can improve opportunities for many. Consider the widespread applicability of 
curb cuts and closed captioning. Commitment to leveraging recent advances in the ability of technology to 
provide flexible—and often ubiquitous—supports and scaffolds for learners is critical for realizing accessible 
learning solutions. Successful approaches will include:

• Embracing accessibility standards, such as Web Content Accessibility and Section 508 guidelines to 
ensure technologies increase the fairness of educational materials and systems.

• Applying principles of Universal Design for Learning, developed by the Center for Applied Special 
Technologies, during the development of curricula, materials, and assessments so that they can be 
used effectively by the broadest set of learners.

• Exploring novel technologies, such as building sign-language dictionaries into digital textbooks, 
providing avatars that serve as learning companions, and leveraging new accessible tablet interfaces.

• Considering accessibility when developing user experience-based designs in order to provide 
integrated solutions that flow with the learning process for all students.

The goal is to provide all learners effective and engaging opportunities to both learn and demonstrate their 
learning. Individual differences are something to be celebrated and should help us define ourselves as 
learners, not impede our progress.
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