Journal of Education and Learning; Vol. 10, No. 4; 2021
ISSN 1927-5250 E-ISSN 1927-5269
Published by Canadian Center of Science and Education

Developing an Ecological Approach to the Strategic |mplementation of
UDL in Higher Education

Frederic Fovet'
! School of Education and Technology, Royal Roads University, Canada

Correspondence: Frederic Fovet, Associate Professor, School of Education and Technology, Roya Roads
University, 2005 Sooke Rd, Victoria, BC V9B 5Y 2, Canada. E-mail: Frederic.fovet@royalroads.ca

Received: January 2, 2021  Accepted: May 15, 2021  Online Published: May 25, 2021
doi:10.5539/jel.v10n4p27 URL: https://doi.org/10.5539/jel .v10n4p27

Abstract

This paper argues that, as Canadian Higher Education campuses embark on large scale Universal Design for
Learning (UDL) implementation, it is essential for them to take the time to strategically consider inherent
ingtitutional challenges before pushing ahead. As a result, it is argued that ecological theory will represent a
unique and powerful lens in this process of implementation. The first section of the paper examines two inherent
dangers being perpetuated in current UDL drives on the vast majority of Canadian campuses that have embarked
on this adventure: (i) overreliance on disability service providers, and (ii) a conceptualization of UDL work in
silos. The second half of the paper focuses on solutions, and on the idea of developing a strategic approach to
UDL integration framed around ecological theory. The paper draws on an analysis of phenomenological data
emerging from the author's own lived experience as a consultant responding regularly to the needs of
post-secondary campuses with regards to the ingtitutional adoption of UDL.
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1. Context

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) seeks to increase accessibility in the classroom and to offer diverse
learners classroom experiences that have been proactively designed to be flexible and inclusive for al learners.
UDL has grown increasingly popular within the Canadian Higher Education (HE) landscape over the last ten
years while the student population on campuses has markedly become more diverse (Fovet, 2020). For several
decades, however, UDL had been perceived as a mostly US framework, and as primarily focused on the K-12
sector (Meyer, Rose, & Gordon, 2014), and this has created some tangible resistance among Canadian scholars
and practitioners.

Things have changed progressively as a number of campuses across Canada have begun to see the relevance of
UDL, amidst a rapid and dramatic explosion in the number of students seeking accommodations (Kumar &
Wideman, 2014; Capp, 2017). Even more recently, UDL has begun to show potential in assisting faculty create
inclusive learning environments for international students (Fovet, 2019). The number of international studentsis
indeed growing rapidly on all campuses as part of the decisive shift Canadian HE has taken towards
internationalization (Glen & Welinrib, 2011). These international students have specific needs and expectations
with regards to teaching and learning and are not always currently being offered inclusive pedagogy that
addresses these needs. UDL may help address this tension and support faculty within this landscape of
internationalization. There is also evidence of emerging work with Indigenous students using UDL (James,
2018). There are, as a result, numerous communities of practice focusing on UDL that have flourished across
Canadian universities, and faculty have begun the process of exploring how UDL can support them in
redesigning courses and assessment for greater accessibility (Stewart, 2017).

Despite these encouraging developments, few campuses have succeeded in developing a strategic approach to
campus wide implementation (Comfort & North, 2014). UDL remains mostly an individual choice for
instructors and departments, and literature has yet to emerge on how such efforts might be scaled up to a whole
campus dimension. Management of change has not been appropriately explored in this respect; nor has the
implementation of UDL been examined within the relative complexity of the HE organizational lens (Fovet,
2020). This paper arguesit istime to explore the organizational hurdles which seem to thwart campus-wide UDL
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implementation in such scenarios. The paper also proposes a model which uses ecological theory to explore and
evaluate strategic approaches to UDL promotion across campuses.

2. Literature Review

UDL in general terms positions itself as an innovative framework which shifts practitioners away from medical
model practices and towards a social model approach (Gargiulo & Metcalf, 2013). It indeed interprets disability
not as an individual diagnostic label, but rather as an interaction between learners’ individual embodiments and
the specific design of learning environments (Levitt, 2017). In this sense, it can be argued that it trandates the
social model of disability into classroom practices (Fovet, 2014). The relevance of UDL in a HE context has
been thoroughly examined by scholars (Gradel & Edson, 2010; Rose, Harbour, Johnston, Daley, & Abarbanell,
2006). The benefits of UDL implementation has by now in fact been evidenced well beyond issues of disability
(Howard, 2004; Mole & Fovet, 2013): international students and Indigenous students are shown within Canada
to have just as much to gain from the rapid and systemic UDL implementation across HE campuses (Fovet, 2019;
James, 2018). First generation students, life-long learners and culturally diverse learners also benefit from the
use of UDL strategies in class (Boothe et al., 2018; Kieran & Anderson, 2019). Once an instructor shifts away
from a deficit model perspective, it becomes obvious to them that all diverse learners tend to experience fairly
similar barriers in their access to learning in the post-secondary classroom. The issue is not the exceptionality of
the learner; it is the design of the learning experience.

It would be unrealistic, however, to presume that UDL implementation occurs without challenges. The resistance
of faculty, for instance, is aso explored by scholars (Anstead, 2016). Even if the framework has triggered
interest in the arena of student affairs well beyond accessibility (Houghton & Fovet, 2012), instructors remain
overall more cautious (Harrison, 2006; Morifia et a., 2020). Instructors indeed can fear that UDL will increase
their workload; they at times mistakenly assume UDL implementation requires technological expertise; they can
be affected by misperceptions that lead them to think UDL affects academic standards and integrity (Anstead,
2016). Thisleads to considerable obstacles when it comes to the task of scaling up UDL initiativesin HE.

There have, despite this, been encouraging individual initiatives led by faculty (Fidalgo & Thormann, 2017), and
anumber of communities of practice have also shown promise (Salend & Whittaker, 2018), but it is the issues of
strategic implementation and development which fail to be tackled by the literature (Colorado State University,
2013). It remains unclear on most campuses which stakeholder should support the implementation of UDL and
promote its roll out (Fovet, 2020). Accessibility services have usualy led this momentum but they are inherently
ambivalent about UDL and therefore probably not the most natural ally to lead this process of change (Fovet,
2018). There have aso been attempts to promote UDL through teaching and learning units, or instructional
designer departments, but outcomes have not been convincing from a strategic perspective (Davies et a., 2013;
Singleton et a., 2019). Thisisin great part due to the fact that neither of these stakeholder groups realy has
much power to compel change on campuses; these units tend to have easy access to faculty who are already
curious and interested in transforming pedagogy, but find it hard to reach instructors who are resistant to change.
Academic freedom and hierarchical issues which are specific to HE make it impossible for pedagogical policy to
be imposed on faculty (Woods et a., 2016). There has as a result been growing debate as to whether UDL
implementation should occur ‘top-down or bottom-up’ and there are not definite solutions offered by the
literature (Fovet, 2020).

The central issue is that UDL implementation is a process of change; this change is of large scope and is
occurring in institutions which by their very nature are complex, multi-layered and vast. Mapping out,
supporting and facilitating this process of change will be a challenging task requiring very specific skills. As it
stands, however, UDL advocates have yet to explore, transfer, and use the solutions related to management of
change that have already been thoroughly examined and applied in organizational psychology and management
(Stouten, Rousseau, & De Cremer, 2018). As a result, UDL implementation has thus far been simplistically
framed as a mere process of pedagogical adjustment, requiring few resources and very little planning. In the end,
UDL implementation across campusesisin fact a new and challenging process of management of change, and it
is not currently being handled as such by HE ingtitutions. This leads to strategic hiccups, and to an absence of
convincing and tangible recorded outcomes that might otherwise serve as a blueprint for other interested
campuses (Capp, 2017). We should by now have a body of literature which establishes best practices for the
strategic organizational deployment of UDL as a framework, and instead there is only evidence of sporadic
success. The danger here is that stakeholder and individuals on these campuses that might be demonstrating
resistance to the adoption of UDL appear to be armed with arguments to push back further. This is currently
hindering the development of UDL in the post-secondary sector (Al-Azawei, Serenelli, & Lundqvist, 2016).
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3. Methodological Reflection

This paper approaches its themes and suggestions through the lens of phenomenology (Eddles-Hirsch, 2015).
Phenomenology is a methodological framework which seeks to explore and analyze the lived experience of
subjects who have expert understanding of a phenomenon; it seeks to grasp, showcase, and analyze the meaning
making these individuals engage in when confronted with the phenomenon (Neubauer et al., 2019, Smith, 2019).
Phenomenology has shown to be a popular and effective methodology within research on higher education
(Webb & Welsh, 2019). This study uses phenomenology to extract data from the author’s lived experience as a
UDL expert and consultant, having intimate experience of some HE ingtitutions’ initial experiences with UDL
implementation. The author is currently faculty within an Education department but has also, in the past, been
the manager of an accessihility centre on another large Canadian campus for a period of four years. He continues
to act asa UDL consultant to colleges and universitiesin several provinces.

For the last five years, the author has therefore been involved in UDL implementation as a process in various
ways. he has supported faculty engaged with this change in mindset, has offered large scale professional
development exercises, and has collaborated with accessibility services, teaching and learning units and
instructional designer departments;, he has also offered recommendations to senior administration from an
organizational perspective. He draws from these multiple roles and perspectives, and from this professional
experience, to explain, describe, and analyze the current challenges most frequently faced by UDL advocates in
HE. This professional perspective and phenomenological lens are again used when it comes to the formulation of
the suggestions and recommendations which are offered in the last section of the paper with a view to
successfully shifting the field in its approach to strategic UDL implementation. His subjective experience of the
milieu and its complexity is centra to the analysis offered here and the author embraces his own positioning
within the topic areainvestigated.

The author has used processes of journaling (Annink, 2017), reviews of work notes and work products from his
consultancy; he has examined his correspondence with the various stakeholders, and synthesized many of the
experiences and perceptions he has had, as an integral actor in these processes, within each of the institutions he
has supported with regards to UDL work; he also is part of severa virtual chats on social media in which
engages regularly (Frechette et al., 2020). He is uniquely positioned through his professional experience to have
his finger on the pulse when it comes to the momentum around UDL in HE across Canada. This three-stage
method of introspection, synthesis and recording of perception is a process he engages with richly and frequently,
as UDL represents a central part of his research portfolio. The author uses a continuously reflective lens on his
practice and assesses regularly core themes and categories that emerge within this capture of phenomenological.
He has identified several codes in this process, but for the purpose of this study he is solely focusing on codes
that relate specifically to organizational change, rather than pedagogical transformation. Two main codes were
identified in this process, and these were used to sort and analyze the voluminous phenomenological data
available; the two codes are used below in the analysisin order to structure the reflection and its presentation.

4. Observations and Findings

There are several important categories which emerge from the phenomenological data gathered by the author,
but most of these relate to the pedagogical rethink and redesign which is encouraged by UDL in the classroom
itself. These involve mostly instructors and students and do not represent the focus of this paper as UDL
implementation in the classroom is an area already well researched. This paper seeks instead to address the gap
which currently exists with regards to organizational considerations that arise in the campus-wide adoption of
UDL. Two specific codes within the phenomenological data gathered by the author relate directly to strategic
institutional implementation.

4.1 The Ambivalent Role of Disability Service Providers

Most UDL implementation efforts in Canadian HE have thus far been led by disability service providers
(Bedrossian, 2018). While these units clearly are affected by the introduction of UDL and therefore appear as
natural stakeholders, it may be naive to assume that they have the resources or the motivation to successfully
lead a systemic, cross-campus strategic roll out of UDL (Houghton & Fovet, 2012). There are inherent
contradictions in relying on accessibility services and this has aready created substantial hurdles in UDL
promotion. The future sustainable development of UDL will need to reconsider the assumption made about the
roles of these units.

The commitment of accessibility units' commitment to UDL is often shaky due to the funding model within
which they function (Harrison & Wolforth, 2012). On most campuses the budget of these services is directly
related to the number of students making service requests. If students are able to function independently on
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campus as a result of UDL implementation, this ironically often trandates into a fall in the service requests and
user demographics of the unit, and therefore aloss of revenue (Beck et al., 2014). There istalk in most provinces
of reform of the funding model that supports services for students with disabilities in HE (OHRC, 2003), but at
present the contradiction between the existing funding model and the aims of UDL are such that allocating UDL
to accessibility services as an agenda in counter-productive and slows down implementation.

The funding model in disability service provision, more generally, also relies on a diagnostic approach (Kruse &
Oswal, 2018). Funds are linked directly to diagnostic categories. Documentation is required for the students to
access services and for the units themselves to justify their budgetary needs, both at institutional and at
provincia level (Dolmage, 2017). UDL prometion is incompatible with approaches that rely primarily on
diagnostic disclosure and that reaffirm the medical model. UDL instead requires genuine adherence to a social
model approach and this leads accessibility service to be extremely ambivalent in this area (Fovet, 2014). The
social model frames disability, not as an inherent characteristic of the individual, but simply as an interaction and
lack of fit between individual embodiments and the design of environments, products and services (Levitt, 2017).
In the educational environment, the social model encourages educators to see disability as the result of afriction
between the design of the learning experience—delivery and assessment—and the needs of diverse learners
(Cigman, 2010). Learner diversity is seen as a given that must be proactively addressed in design; there is
therefore no requirement for disclosure, diagnostic assessment, or supporting documentation (Al-Azawei et al.,
2016).

More generaly, the funding model within which accessibility services function also depends on learners
consistent reliance on student services. To justify their existence, productivity and efficiency, accessibility
services require students to register early and remain constantly in contact with the unit (Mullins & Preyde, 2013;
Oswal, 2018). This is a powerful manifestation of the neoliberal model which now firmly frames the
post-secondary sector and the business model values it imposes (Morgan, 2021). Indeed even the quality
assurance and accountability measures of such units tend to assess solely the number of students consistently and
regularly seeking support. This no longer represents the reality of the lived experience of students who may at
times be encountering genuine inclusive UDL provisions in some of their courses and may not be consistently
requiring services (Houghton & Fovet, 2012). Once the UDL model becomes more widespread, a learner’s
reliance on disability services may be sporadic, or even minimal. Accessibility services will therefore eventually
experience the spread of UDL as a direct threat to their development and their efficiency as documented in
service request statistics. To some extent, the development of UDL is already perceived by accessibility staff asa
challenge to their survival and the question ‘ Are we working ourselves out of ajob? isone that is frequently on
the mind of accessibility services personnel, even if they are reticent to admit it.

Another obstacle that makes the commitment of accessibility units to UDL ambivalent and even fragile is the
fact that beyond their funding model, they often conceive and design every part of their service delivery model
from a medica model approach (Evans et al., 2017). A deep-rooted inherent adherence to a medical model
approach shapes the format, tone and objectives of the ‘intake’ process, the flavour of the meetings themselves,
the nature of the interventions, and the messaging with faculty. In aimost every respect, the process to which a
student must submit, from appointment making to the provision of accommodations, is clinical in nature, tone,
and flavour. All these processes quickly become incompatible with UDL which must translate social model
practices (Beck et al., 2014). This unquestioned adherence to the medical model is of course historical, but one
should also look to the training and hiring of staff to understand this culture. Staff often have a background in
“traditional” disability fields such as rehabilitation, occupational therapy, etc. There is usualy a lack of
pedagogical expertise with regards to the concept of inclusion, or even a lack of experience with Disability
Studies, ironically; accessibility staff on some HE campuses may never have been exposed to the social model at
al (Thornton & Downs, 2010). UDL promotion is impossible in such a landscape and accessibility units will
often as aresult play mere lip serviceto it, rather than commit genuinely.

There are also complex issues around the very conceptudization of service provision in HE generally, when it
comes to accessibility. The very service delivery model—in terms of interaction with the user—often contradicts
notions of inclusive design. The intake, advising, communication and resources are sadly often not conceived
through the lens of inclusive design, or with user experience (UX) in mind. They are, as a result, not genuinely
accessible, in the sense that they create additional procedural barriers under the guise of providing
accommodations (Kimball et a., 2016). A student with disabilities will for example often have to submit to
innumerable processes and administrative hurdles that other students do not have to encounter; these
administrative processes themselves are rarely accessible and inclusive in their format and design (Beck et al.,
2014). Instead of focusing on UX, accessibility services are extremely service-centric. This also means that it
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becomes terribly easy for other campus partners to dismiss attempts by accessibility services to promote UDL
across campuses when the advocates themselves adhere to administrative practices that contradict the very
message they are putting forward (Houghton & Fovet, 2012). ‘Do as you preach, first’ is often an easy come
back from other stakeholders when these units launch initiatives, seek ownership, or seem to take the lead in the
promotion of the UDL model across a campus.

Another common hurdle which occurs when accessibility services are made responsible for the promotion and
development of UDL is their over-reliance on the notion of ‘help’. The concept of help, though it may prima
facie appear philanthropic and appealing, is a lens which construes the relationship to the student within an
inherent set of power dynamics. The learner is seen as ‘powerless, while the service provider purportedly
possesses the solutions and controls the relationship (Mole & Fovet, 2013). The individual-centered flavour
developed by Rogers (Joseph, 2020), which has now been firmly embraced by counselling professions, has yet to
leave its mark on the delivery format of accessibility services. This is a schema which locks the student in a
passive role, one out of which they cannot grow without third party interventions; this passive role closely
resembles the perceptions of the learner which are inherent to the ‘banking model’ and which are rejected by
critical pedagogy (Benabe, 2010). UDL instead privileges the autonomy of the learner, and will attempt to
reduce occasions when the student has to rely on others to obtain inclusive access to learning. This is a way of
relating to the learner with disabilities which is still very foreign to accessibility services.

Another possible issue which comes to the forefront when the promotion of UDL is left to accessibility services
is the fact that UDL these days relates to a much wider student population than just students with disabilities.
Literature shows us how UDL benefits the inclusion of international students, as well as Indigenous students
(Fovet, 2019; James, 2018). There is also growing evidence of the usefulness of UDL when it comes to creating
inclusive provisions for first generation students, life-long learners, and culturally diverse students (Hromalik et
a., 2020; Kieran, 2018). These are not service users that are routinely considered by accessibility services. In
fact, the silo mentality that shapes service provision in HE means that accessibility services are ill-equipped to
promote the use of UDL with other stakeholders or with regards to other groups of diverse learners. While a
growing political momentum might be gained across campuses by demonstrating the relevance of UDL to awide
spectrum of diverse learners, accessibility services usualy lack expertise or scope in formulating and showcasing
this discourse. They are therefore usually unable to broaden the process of branding that must necessarily
accompany UDL promotion across a campus when comes time to win over faculty and administrators.

Another reason for concern when UDL ownership is left in the hands of disability service providers is the fact
that accessibility services are treated with a degree of caution by faculty members: this inherently limits the
impact of any cross-campus UDL promation they might attempt (Stevens et a., 2018). Few accessibility staff
possess pedagogical expertise or training, and faculty will often feel that they are being guided on how to teach
by staff who may not be in a position to advise them on pedagogy. This creates pushback and often hinders UDL
promotion rather than advance it (Roth et a., 2018). It would aso be naive to not acknowledge the hierarchical
barriers which exist between staff and faculty on HE campuses; institutional status often means that faculty will
feel they can, to a great degree, disregard recommendations from accessibility services regarding UDL
implementation, or inclusive pedagogy more generally (Lynch, 2017). These issues related to status and
hierarchical barriers also affect communication channels, and accessibility services will often report that they are
not in a position to engage faculty unless and instructor reaches out directly.

4.2 Breaking Slo Mentality Around UDL in Higher Education

There are other strategic hurdles which are plaguing current efforts to roll out UDL in systemic ways across
campuses. They pertain to the very structure and historical development of student services and student affairsin
HE. Silo mentality and territoriality between units represent two such hurdles that are heavily tangible in the
current UDL landscape in HE (Lombardi & Lalor, 2017).

First, stakeholders across campuses often have radically different backgrounds and theoretical stances (Thorp &
Goldstein, 2010). Universities and colleges are complex, multilayered institutions composed of staff that come
from varied backgrounds, and it can become difficult to have these units and departments consider UDL from
the same angle (Baker, Boland, & Nowik, 2012). This strategic issue has not been that prevalent in UDL
promation in K-12 because schools are overall much more homogenous environments; HE institutions are not
and it would be naive to assume that the various parties and stakeholders will see eye to eye when it comes to
UDL. This means that it is very difficult to get these units and departments to collaborate or to even discuss
implementation in a cohesive way. The views of accessibility services, other student services staff, faculty,
teaching and learning support, instructional designers, IT staff, and senior administrators on UDL will be diverse
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and often contradictory (Lombardi & Murray, 2011). Getting these individuals and units to engage in a dialogue
about implementation can at times seem like an insurmountabl e task.

HE generdly, as a sector, is rife with silo mentality (Birx, 2019). Faculties do not even necessarily share
expertise and resources. Student services and student affairs personnel rarely genuinely collaborate in an
interdisciplinary way (O’ Connor, 2012), and this leads to a fragmented view of UDL. HE campuses are diverse
and often contradictory landscapes and any cohesive systemic change in mindset, when it comes to inclusive
teaching and accessible pedagogy, will require first a reflection on how to bridge these divides, merge these
cultures, and create interdisciplinary dialogue (Watson & Watson, 2014). Something as simple as getting faculty,
instructional designers and accessibility support staff around a table to proactively discuss change in pedagogy is
a task which is rarely congenial to these professionals and is not yet part of institutional culture (Lombardi,
Murray, & Gerdes, 2011). UDL development suffers from this structural issue.

Far from collaborating, it is clear that often disability service providers, other student affairs units, and faculty
end up struggling for dominance, instead of rallying to each other's causes and objectives. In a climate of
increasing budgetary competitiveness, units and departments have adopted a survival mindset and are
continuously—consciously or not—competing for budgetary priority (Cannizzo, 2018). This again means that
UDL, though it should be a shared goal, is often discarded and dismissed by other units once it is seemingly
adopted as a priority by one of them. To the issue of budgetary competitiveness, adds itself the issue of visibility
and prestige. Ownership of a concept or initiative becomes crucia in this neo-liberal landscape (Morrish &
Sauntson, 2016), and sadly campus stakeholders are likely to push back against UDL development simply
becauseit is being framed and showcased as another department’ sidea.

A more subtle challenge currently faced by UDL supporters in HE is the failure to connect the framework
closely to the discourse on sustainable devel opment. The sustainability movement in HE isin full transformation
(Wals, 2007). Its advocates have redlized that its relevance is not limited and that it no longer represents a
minority voice within campus communities. Sustainability advocates and stakeholders have become able to
verbalize, beyond operations management and energy policy, the organic links that connect sustainability to
socia justice (Glasser, 2007). Sustainability is now about governance and ingtitutional values; it is about creating
afuture for HE institutions that appears not just economically viable, but also socially just, appealing to students,
and meaningful within society as a whole; accessibility and UDL fit well within this lens. When UDL
implementation, indeed, is presented as a change which requires initial investment but pays off in the long term
by reducing later requirements for retrofitting, there is much more buy-in from instructors and administrators
(Ralabate, 2011). The concept of sustainable teaching practice is one that creates significant interest and good
will within this change process and UDL taps into this notion of sustainable, inclusive teaching. However, the
change of mindset this implies has been slow to date. While sustainability would offer a perfect, cohesive,
overarching and cementing theme for al the HE stakeholders who might be invested in the promotion of UDL,
thereis still much awareness that needs to be created in this area; a culture shift must first occur (Fovet, 2017).

A final strategic hurdle to UDL implementation, and another striking example of the silo mentality described in
this section, is the insurmountabl e divide that seems, at times, to separate pedagogy from design thinking (Retna,
2016). Increasingly professionals are present on campuses that possess specific expertise and training in design
and design thinking, and more specifically inclusive design. It is striking, however, how little this perspective
has overlapped with views on pedagogy, or informed pedagogical choices. In a striking turn of irony, even
campuses that now have inclusive design departments are failing to involve these units and professionals in the
systemic UDL work that is being launched (IDRU, 2018). This reticence of campuses to embrace design
thinking is hugely problematic when institutions are attempting to develop momentum around UDL, as the
design stance and the acknowledgement of the importance of UX in HE, are central to this process.

5. Recommendations

There are currently two issues to tackle in the field of strategic UDL implementation in the post-secondary
sector—beyond the issue of evidencing the pedagogical benefits of the mode to instructors. On the one hand,
campuses require user-friendly and straightforward strategic models that can assist them with systemic
cross-campus UDL implementation. On the other hand, campuses also require guidelines and tips, to guide them
through this process of management of change, that fully recognize and acknowledge the multilayered
complexity of the composition and modus operandi of HE institutions. Any blue print being presented to
campuses for UDL development inherently runs the risk therefore of being overly simplistic and reductionist.
Ironically, though the first message of UDL is that “one size does not fit all”, implementers have thus far
consistently attempted to offer unidimensional, and dlightly hollow, organizational guidelines that take little
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notice of the huge disparities that exist among HE ingtitutions, in terms of history, size, budgets, clientele,
culture and organizational hierarchies (Roth, Pure, Rabinowitz, & Kaufman-Scarborough, 2018).

The solution to this relative inertia and these frequent false starts, and to this lack of organizational reflection
around systemic UDL implementation, is to adopt a strategic framework for reflection around the concept of
roll-out that truly acknowledges the inherent complexity of the milieu. In this respect, ecological theory offers us
aunique and rich lens through which UDL advocates are able to gauge the intitutional environment, to identify
factors of resistance and facilitators (Fovet, Jarrett, Mole, & Syncox, 2014), and to develop a strategy that is
congenial to the specific culture of the ingtitution that is attempting to engage in this process. Bronfenbrenner’'s
ecological model was originally grounded primarily within the fields of education and social work and focused
on showing the impact of systems around individual s—either student or educator (Esolage, 2014; Hamwey et al.,
2019; Kitchen et al., 2019). More recently, however, it has also been successfully used in Management and
Organizational Psychology to interpret and showcase the way units and departments can themselves be subjected
to complex and diverse systems that have an impact on their capacity to act and address challenge (Leech,
Wiensczyk, & Turner, 2009; Leonard, 2011).

A department which claims ownership over UDL implementation within a HE ingtitution, will inherently find
itself at the centre of a complex interaction of systems, asisillustrated in Figure 1. The wide array of variables
listed in Figure 1 are drawn from the phenomenological analysis of the author’s own experience with the process
of UDL implementation in HE. This may not represent an exhaustive list of pertinent variables, but it offers a
rich exploration of those that have most commonly come into play in Canadian HE initiatives with UDL of late.
This representation is useful because it quickly brings to the forefront the fact that, when it comesto UDL, it is
not necessarily the message itself that creates tension and challenges in this landscape, but that it may instead be
the stakeholder in charge of supporting the message who faces inherent hurdles simply because of their
pre-existing relationships with other campus units and parties.

In the process of change, the actor who takes on an agenda, creates momentum, and advocates for a shift in
mindset is inherently navigating a political landscape where they must acknowledge their status, networks,
aliances, and ingtitutional history. This, in turn, will have an impact on its ability to lead the process of UDL
implementation successfully. Adopting an ecological mapping of HE institutions will allow campuses to move
away from a ‘one size fits all’ strategic approach to the UDL roll out (Stone et al., 2018; Lieberman, 2018). It
will alow these ingtitutions to develop a blue print that is unique to their setting, organic in nature, and reflects
the specific complexity of their context. The use of ecological theory in UDL institutional implementation will
also offer caveats against an over reliance on accessibility services, and allow ingtitutions to proactively address
the territoriality and silo mentality which would otherwise plague such efforts. The outcomes of this ecological
reflection on implementation strategy will vary from institution to institution, and from context to context, but it
is likely that the necessity of creating shared ownership—perhaps involving accessibility services, other student
services units, teaching and learning departments, instructional designers, faculty and senior
administration—will be readily apparent in many of these landscapes. A multidisciplinary and multi-stakeholder
approach is likely to be readily appealing once institutions acknowledge the complexity of the process.
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Figure 1. Ecological mapping around stakeholder ‘ ownership’
Source: Author.

6. Conclusion

This article has discussed how, within the drive for UDL implementation, the focus should not be solely on
showcasing the pedagogical benefits of the model. Most of the scholarship to date has focused on convincing
instructors of the urgency of adopting UDL to create inclusive provisions for all diverse learners. The anaysis
offered in this paper demonstrates that it is just as crucial and urgent to address the organizational and strategic
challenges HE institutions might be facing when seeking to implement change and a shift in mindset with
regards to inclusion. Specific hurdles have been identified in the current approach North American campuses
have taken to UDL integration. One of the errors has notably been to make accessibility services responsible for
the roll out. This inherently jeopardizes the process. Another error has been to ignore the silo mentality and the
territoriality which exists between campus stakeholders. The neoliberal flavour of the post-secondary landscape
inherently creates a climate of competitiveness and rivalry, more than one of collaboration. This again may
hinder the process of UDL adoption when one-unit advocates for change, and other stakeholders can too easily
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adopt a position of resistance. The key outcome of the analysis presented in this article is that the use of
ecological theory will be key when it comes to supporting campuses reflect on strategy, to designing an approach
to implementation that is unique to their context, and to eroding factors of resistance that may in the end be more
political and organizational than value-based.
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