
UNDERSTANDING UNIVERSAL DESIGN  

UD is “the design of products and environments to be usable 
by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the 
need for adaptation or specialized design.”  - Ron Mace, 
Founder of the Center for Universal Design  

Original Principles of Universal Design 
I. Equitable Use 

If not identical means of access, then equivalent 
means without segregation 

II. Flexibility in Use 
Users can choose from multiple means of access 

III. Simple and Intuitive 
 The design allows for ease of navigation 

IV. Perceptible Information 
Variable ambient conditions and  levels of sensory 
ability are not barriers 

V. Tolerance for Error 
Unintended actions have the least penalty possible 

VI. Minimal Physical Effort 
The design should not require more physical effort 
than needed 

VII. Size and Space for Use 
Handedness, body size/shape are not barriers 

Three Basic Practices 
I. Represent information in more than one way  

(print, lecture, hands-on demonstration, etc.) 
 

II. Provide multiple methods of engagement 
(in-person, online, individual, group, etc.) 
 

III. Allow different demonstrations of mastery  
(written work, oral sharing, demonstration, etc.)

 IMPLEMENTING UD TECHNIQUES 
 
Universal Design is about recognizing the rich and vibrant 
diversity of our population and choosing to honor that wide 
range of needs from the outset, designing for maximum 
usability and minimizing the need for accommodation.   

Clear Policies 
1) Deadlines, requirements, standards, and other 

important information is explicit and easy to find 
with clear contact information. 

2) Syllabi clearly indicate essential learning outcomes, 
how grades will be determined, and how courses 
will unfold. 

Accessible Materials 
1) Online information and services are regularly 

evaluated for usability by those who rely on assistive 
technologies. 

2) Class presentations and lecture notes are made 
available online whenever possible.  

3) Videos shown online, during campus events, or 
within courses are captioned. 

Flexible Ways to Connect 
1) Evening hours and/or online options for conducting 

important business. 
2) Faculty and staff office hours  

Inclusive Learning Environment 
1) Language on campus is respectful. 
2) Artwork represents a diverse population. 

Supporting overall needs 
1) Clear standards 
2) Open and responsive approach 
3) Flexibility (give choices when possible) 
4) Multiplicity (offer same information in more than 

one format, give different ways to engage, and let 
users show their mastery in more than one way) 

 UNIVERSAL DESIGN AND TECHNOLOGY 

Tools and Techniques for Students 
Text-to-Speech (requires accessible text) 

Electronic text can be read out loud in a choice of 
voices. There are even options to convert text 
into sound files. 

Speech-to-text (needs to occur outside of class) 
For students who have limited dexterity or 
difficulty with spelling, voice recognition can 
make all the difference in the world. 

Notetaking (aided by faculty support) 
Recorders, tablets, or systems like livescribe can 
be powerful tools. 

Tools and Techniques for Educators 
Presentations 

Slide shows, or examples worked on a white 
board can be recorded for student review. 

Handouts 
When designing documents it is very important 
to use heading levels and styles appropriately. 
These structural tags improve navigation. 

Readings  
Supplemental readings are often shared within 
courses. If handouts are scanned and uploaded, 
they MUST have character recognition run. 

Campus-Wide Considerations 
Online information and services 

Websites, forms, and other tools should be 
evaluated for usability - assistive technology 
users should be included in review process. 

Physical spaces and furnishings 
Classrooms, computer labs, study spaces, should 
all be equipped with furniture to support a 
variety of sizes and shapes and wherever 
computers are provided for student use, AT 
should be available as needed. 



  

HISTORY OF UNIVERSAL DESIGN 

Ron Mace is the “father of UD.” As an individual who used 
a wheelchair prior to mandates regarding accessibility, he 
was told he would never make it in college. Ron didn’t 
accept this analysis, and with the support of his family he 
was in fact able to accomplish his goal. 

Not only did Ron graduate, he went on to be very successful 
in his chosen field of architecture. He sought to change the 
way we look at building design, founding the Center for 
Universal Design at North Carolina State University and 
helping to initiate a movement that has crossed boundaries 
and influenced not just the field of architecture, but also the 
design of everyday objects, and more recently, the design of 
learning environments. 

Architecture  
Physical spaces that are not designed with access in 
mind need costly retrofits  

Objects for daily living 
Ergonomic kitchen tools, touch lamps, big button 
phones, etc are designed to be easier for more people 
to use and are very important for aging populations. 

Education 
Reduce barriers and encourage full participation for 
learners with wide range of characteristics 

A shift from legal compliance to social acceptance 

Legal Model 
(Accommodation) 

Social Model      
(Universal Design) 

The person’s disability is 
the problem 

The environment is the 
problem 

Barriers are encountered 
and then “fixed”  

Barriers are anticipated and 
proactively removed 

Design is focused on an 
“average” user 

Design is focused on a 
range of users 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

ACCESS – University of Colorado at Boulder 
http://accessproject.colostate.edu/udl/ 
 
CAST – Center for Applied Special Technology 
www.cast.org/ 
 
DO-IT – University of Washington 
www.washington.edu/doit/Resources/udesign.html 
 
Equity & Excellence in Education  
www.eeonline.org/ 
 
FacultyWare – University of Connecticut 
www.facultyware.uconn.edu/home.cfm 
 
FAME – The Ohio State University 
www.oln.org/ILT/ada/Fame/index_video.html 
 
“From Where I Sit” – California State 
www.calstate.edu/accessibility/resources/videos.shtml 
 
PACE – University of Arkansas at Little rock 
http://ualr.edu/pace/index.php/home/hot-topics/ud/ 
 
PASS IT – University of Minnesota 
www.cehd.umn.edu/passit/ 
 
“Succeeding in College and at Work” – DBTAC 
www.adaptiveenvironments.org/neada/site/student_videos 
 
UID – University of Guelph 
http://www.tss.uoguelph.ca/projects/uid/ 
 
UDI On-Line – University of Connecticut 
www.udi.uconn.edu/ 
 
UD – North Carolina State University 
www.udeducation.org/index.asp 

UAA Accessibility Site 
www.uaa.alaska.edu/accessibility  

Universal Design 
Inclusive learning environments for diverse populations 

 
 
The University of Alaska Anchorage is committed to 
inclusive learning environments that support the needs 
of a wide range of individuals. Training and technical 
assistance is available for those  who are interested in 
improving usability through proactive design choices.  

 
This resource shares information related to: 

• History of Universal Design 
• Understanding Universal Design 
• Implementing UD Techniques 
• Universal Design and Technology 
• Additional Resources   

  
Training and support is available  
www.uaa.alaska.edu/accessibility  

 
RH 105, 3211 Providence Drive, Anchorage, AK 99508 
Disability Support Services, www.uaaa.alaska.edu/dss  

aydss@uaa.alaska.edu  Ph. 907-786-4530  
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