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Designing for Equity: Enhancing 
Opportunities for Online English 
Language Instruction via Universal Design 
and Accessible Instruction

Danielle Guzman-Orth

Abstract Supporting English language instruction for all learners can be a com-
plex task but is necessary to ensure that learners have equitable opportunities to 
learn, such as access to supports and resources so they can show what they know 
and can do. In this chapter, I review commonly used terminology and practices 
through an equity and accessibility lens, focusing on the needs of educators to sup-
port their students with specific learning difficulties. I highlight selected instances 
from the literature where conceptual and empirical studies have spotlighted the need 
for cohesive, concentrated efforts to improve access in English instruction and 
English educator training. I follow with key interdisciplinary frameworks and prin-
ciples commonly used in education and digital information settings to introduce 
selected characteristics impacting equitable instructional access. I connect these 
interdisciplinary considerations to selected English language instruction examples, 
showcasing the criticality of accessibility for some learners and overall helpfulness 
for all learners to access online English language instruction. Finally, I conclude 
with areas in need of future research to further align policy, research, and practice.

Keywords Universal Design for Learning · Specific learning difficulties · 
Accessibility · Online English language instruction · Inclusion · Equity

1  Introduction

Advances in global awareness and attention to diverse populations have led to an 
increased need for educators to learn how to serve diverse students. Accelerated by 
the recent shift to online instruction and assessment to support students’ learning 
during the COVID-19 pandemic; educators face an unprecedented imperative to 

D. Guzman-Orth (*) 
ETS, Princeton, NJ, USA
e-mail: dguzman-orth@ets.org

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG 2023
M.-M. Suárez, W. M. El-Henawy (eds.), Optimizing Online English Language 
Learning and Teaching, English Language Education 31, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-27825-9_9

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-27825-9_9&domain=pdf
mailto:dguzman-orth@ets.org
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-27825-9_9#DOI


172

move instruction online and still meet the needs of all learners. In this chapter,  
I discuss the need for equitable online instruction and make explicit that equitable 
online instruction is beneficial for all learners, including learners with specific 
learning difficulties.1 The purpose of the chapter is to highlight key Universal 
Design for Learning (UDL) principles and technical web accessibility standards 
that have the potential to maximize opportunity and impact how English learners, 
including learners with specific learning difficulties, access and interact with digital 
English language instruction. These apply to all learners, regardless of age, or dis-
ability type, or international location. Most importantly, given the wide variation in 
English language curriculum or instructional methodologies (Richards & Rogers, 
2001), these principles apply across curricular and instructional contexts as well 
(i.e., during all instruction and assessment, regardless of the language curriculum 
and target language goals, English as a second language, or English as a foreign 
language settings).

Establishing this principled foundation is critical, as instructors may have vary-
ing experiences with opportunities to learn a range of inclusive pedagogical prac-
tices and how to use them in the language classroom (Kormos & Nijakowska, 
2017; Nijakowska, 2014). This chapter does not discuss issues of identification, 
assessment, or diagnosis for learners with specific learning difficulties. Nor is the 
purpose of the chapter to discuss or adapt English content for digital instruction, 
although some examples are provided for illustrational purposes only. Instead,  
I begin by highlighting findings from the literature and explaining two distinct, yet 
complementary interdisciplinary sets of principles (UDL, technical accessibility) 
that provide a conceptual foundation for online English language instruction to 
improve accessibility and equity for all language learners, including students with 
specific learning difficulties. Following this, I explicate specific methods unique to 
these perspectives to apply across a range of language methodologies and curricu-
lums. These perspectives apply across multiple settings and contexts, including 
English as a Second Language and English as a Foreign Language. These perspec-
tives even apply across multilingual environments where people use multiple lan-
guages in the community, as well as instructionally. Lastly, I highlight critical areas 
in need of additional research so that applications of these interdisciplinary meth-
ods can produce more accessible and equitable digitally delivered English lan-
guage instruction.

1 For an overview of the meaning behind the “specific learning difficulties” phrase, refer to Kormos 
(2017). Given the variability in terminology for this group of learners which also includes students 
with disabilities who may advocate for more authentic identity-first (e.g., blind person) rather than 
person-first (person who is blind) terminology, I continue to use the phrase “specific learning dif-
ficulties,” in this chapter intending to represent all learners, including learners with disabilities. 
Where authors used different terminology, I will use their terminology for consistency.
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1.1  Accessibility, Equality, or Equity?

Educators may use readily available content, materials, and pedagogical practices to 
help their students achieve their learning goals. But regardless of how appropriate 
these available content, materials, and pedagogical practices may seem, if these 
resources are not accessible, they have the potential to introduce unintended conse-
quences and interfere with some language learners’ opportunity to learn.

Often, the terms access, accessible, or accessibility are used to mean the avail-
ability of something, to make it easier to access something. For example, in educa-
tion, these terms might describe the lesson plans and curriculum being available for 
all learners, e.g., for teaching, “the educators have access to range of lesson plans…” 
and learning, e.g., “in their English-medium classroom, the materials are fully 
accessible online…” or “… learners have access to a variety of written English 
materials…”.

However, in this chapter, I use the terms access, accessible, or accessibility to 
refer to content designed to meet technical web accessibility guidelines. These 
guidelines help ensure that the content is not only available, but also consumable for 
all users, including learners with specific learning difficulties who may require use 
of specialized equipment or software (i.e., assistive technology) to gain access 
(WebAIM, 2021). An example of this is with learners who are blind and use assis-
tive technology like screen readers, specialized software that reads screen content 
aloud, as their main means of access. Designing digital content without certain tech-
nical accessibility specifications from the onset will impact any other strategies to 
minimize barriers. In this example, attempts to increase access will not have the 
intended positive impact if the learner cannot gain initial access using their 
screen reader.

Equality is also a phrase that can describe attention toward fairness for all. 
Instead of equality, however, I use the term equity to refer to a social justice perspec-
tive of fairness for learners. For example, instead of teaching learners the same 
subject the same way, educators may notice learners’ individual characteristics that 
might influence how they interpret and interact with the target content. Instead of 
relying on visual explanations or graphics for all explanations, an educator attempt-
ing to promote access and equity may use graphics and other techniques, like audi-
tory and tactile resources, to promote access. I use the specific applications of these 
terms in the rest of the chapter.

1.1.1  Why Does this Matter for Online English Instruction?

Simply put, foundational efforts like UDL and technical web accessibility can mini-
mize barriers for learners and produce accessible, equitable online English instruc-
tion. Ultimately, these targets can help guide educators’ decision making by 
identifying opportunities in lesson goals, instructional content, and activities, and 
creating language learning checkpoints. With these accessibility targets influencing 
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some of the decision making around the lessons, instructors also retain the flexibil-
ity to further adapt their lessons for instructional or other purposes (e.g., racial 
equity, socio-cultural needs). Implementing technical web accessibility and UDL 
considerations are not intended to change or limit traditional English language 
instruction, but rather provide opportunities for all learners to gain access, rather 
than be excluded from English language instruction.

2  Literature on English Learners

From a more conceptual perspective, instructional and assessment opportunities 
should remain open to everyone. These opportunities must reach learners of all ages 
and abilities, including very young learners and those who have specific learning 
difficulties, including disabilities. Particularly for these latter groups, several factors 
have the potential to influence instruction. The following paragraphs highlight 
emerging research around these groups, illustrating the variability within the sample 
and underscoring the helpfulness and necessity of accessible and equitable language 
instruction.

Specific to young learners, it is important to ensure the instruction is fun, devel-
opmentally appropriate, and that educators are prepared to address pedagogical, 
behavioral, or motivational challenges that may arise (Copland et al., 2014; Garton 
& Copland, 2018). However, several factors, such as parental and socioeconomic 
factors (e.g., Butler, 2014; Huang et  al., 2018), governmental or other political 
reforms (e.g., Butler, 2007, 2014, 2015) may even differentially impact young 
learners’ education. Further, language instruction models may introduce differences 
in students’ opportunities to learn and demonstrate their skills (Richards & Rogers, 
2001; Echevarria et  al., 2008). And in some contexts, teaching young learners 
English instead involves an assessment process, where a survey tool and screener 
are used to identify and assess students’ language skills (e.g., as in the United States, 
Bailey & Kelly, 2013). These nuances have the potential to impact learners’  
educational journeys, thus requiring that instruction and assessments should be 
accessible, equitable, and developmentally appropriate (e.g., clear directions,  
age-appropriate timing, developmentally appropriate skills and feedback) so that 
learners have every opportunity to show what they know and can do (e.g., Garcia 
Bedolla & Rodriguez, 2011; Guzman-Orth et al., 2016; Wolf et al., 2020).

Similarly, research on English learners with specific learning difficulties, like the 
research on young learners, is still emerging. Conceptual approaches include devel-
oping a theory of action, chains of evidence-based reasoning to support English 
learners with the most significant cognitive disabilities in the United States with the 
goal of English language instruction and assessment supporting students with 
opportunities to learn and achieve educational and career goals commensurate with 
their peers (Gholson & Guzman-Orth, 2019), and interactions between the English 
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Language Proficiency (ELP) construct, skills, and learner needs to raise awareness 
of validity and fairness considerations for English learners with disabilities 
(Guzman-Orth et al., 2016). Challenging the application, however, is the reality that 
disabilities and strategies will change over time (Eikel-Pohen, 2019), requiring 
greater support from educators. However, English language educator training pro-
grams do not consistently include pedagogy and practices to support students with 
specific learning difficulties; warranting additional support for educators to address 
learners’ cognitive and affective needs that may impact learners’ instruction 
(Kormos, 2017; Kormos & Nijakowska, 2017; Nijakowska et al., 2018; Vogt, 2018).

2.1  Looking Forward

Connecting these critical points in practice to support language learning is impera-
tive to providing equitable access for all learners. While previous research has 
focused on the cognitive considerations for language learning and identified con-
nections to high incidence disabilities, like reading disabilities (i.e., Dyslexia; 
Kormos, 2020), I summarize and present considerations related to providing access 
for all learners. These considerations are applicable regardless of disability type, 
age level, or instructional program/English language curriculum. Following are 
some examples where application of these principled design approaches and acces-
sibility guidelines can increase access to online English instruction.

3  Principles of Inclusive, Accessible Design

In this section, I introduce guiding frameworks such as UDL and technical stan-
dards, such as Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (W3C, 2021c). I illustrate their 
utility in improving equitable instruction; however, one without the other may intro-
duce accessibility challenges for certain learners. Even with ongoing application in 
the United States e.g., for young learners enrolled in pre-kindergarten through grade 
12 (approximately ages 3 through 18), and adult learners (university age and 
beyond), the applications of these principles are still emerging in practice and appli-
cation. As a result, they are a critical high priority to implement for equitable lan-
guage instructional opportunities for all learners, including language learners with 
and without disabilities. For example, despite the benefits of UDL, there will always 
be a need to have specific, individualized solutions for certain learners. Accessibility 
guidelines and accommodations might better address specific student needs beyond 
UDL. I share these general frameworks to increase awareness of strategies to make 
instruction more accessible, but actual application of these approaches will always 
need to be tested and refined with educators and their students.
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3.1  Universal Design for Learning

UDL (CAST, 2018) is a multi-pronged framework that is designed to optimize 
instruction and learning opportunities. Recognized internationally (Persson et al., 
2015), UDL has a place in instruction to promote learning for all learners. UDL is 
for everyone; it is not simply a special approach to apply to learners with specific 
learning difficulties, disabilities, or other individualized needs. Educators who incor-
porate UDL principles in their instruction have the potential to make their content 
and instructional practices more relevant and consumable to a variety of learn-
ers (Rao, 2021). UDL principles are not prescriptive, and instructors may already 
use one or more principles naturally, to a certain extent, in their instructional design. 
Importantly however, UDL is not the same as learning styles, which have no scien-
tific basis (Pashler et al., 2008; Willingham et al., 2015). Specifically, UDL has most 
often emphasized the need for multiple priorities in instruction, such as providing 
multiple means for:

• Engagement  – Opportunities for students to connect to instruction with their 
personal interests (i.e., topical relevance, choice),

• Representation – Presenting information to students in multiple ways to provide 
opportunities for understanding the learning targets and what to do, and

• Action & Expression – Allowing students multiple opportunities to demonstrate 
their learning.

The UDL framework promotes these needs to reinforce learners who are purposeful 
and motivated, resourceful and knowledgeable, and strategic and goal oriented 
(CAST, 2018). At the time of this writing, newer iterations of UDL considerations 
inclusive of equity components are in development (e.g., Chardin & Novak, 2020). 
The field is revising the UDL framework, inclusive of the principles (engagement, 
representation, action & expression), guidelines (guidelines articulated across cat-
egories to provide guidance build into the principles so that users can differentiate 
between providing access, building supports, and providing mechanisms to help 
learners meaningfully internalize content), and checkpoints (which provide more 
detailed suggestions) so the framework incorporates considerations for equity (UDL 
Rising to Equity Initiative, CAST, 2020).

The following subsections will elaborate on the UDL framework to further con-
sider when teaching, creating instructional materials, or selecting instructional or 
assessment practices to use in the classroom (CAST, 2018). For this chapter, I apply 
the principles to an example classroom lesson. The example will focus on building 
opportunity to develop learners’ general academic language and discipline-specific 
academic language skills. Specifically, learners are required to collect data, and then 
create a graph using their data and explain their results to the class. With this general 
activity to build language skills, the following sections detailing the UDL principles 
showcase how educators can reflect on the UDL framework to purposefully enhance 
the general lesson goals for their learners.
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3.1.1  UDL Principle: Provide Multiple Means of Engagement

Engagement refers to the act of motivating students to participate in the instruction 
and learning process. This means that the more students are interested or motivated 
in the instruction, they might be more likely to pay attention, participate, and retain 
information. Engaging students in learning and motivating them to actively partici-
pate in lessons is not always an easy task when there are multiple students with 
different preferences. However, the point is made that if learners are focusing on the 
material, they have the opportunity to actively retain and use the information in the 
future (refer to Guideline 7: Provide Options for Recruiting Interest, CAST, 2018).

Referring to the hypothetical class activity and academic language goals, educa-
tors should incorporate multiple strategies such as increasing students’ time on task 
(i.e., how much time the learners actively spend on the activity compared to inatten-
tive behaviors like discussing other topics) and building in opportunities for student 
choice to increase attention and engagement in the lesson. For example, if the lan-
guage target is to use academic language around data presentation and visualization 
(e.g., graphs), perhaps students can select their topic of interest. Building in a chance 
for students to survey their preferred audience (e.g., their whole class) on their topic 
of interest can introduce opportunities to build and use social language. To address 
the variation in online instruction, students can conduct surveys with a variety of 
digital tools (e.g., email, social media, survey platforms). Further, reinforcing active 
learning is more than a single interaction in the online classroom. Sustained active 
learning and recall requires ongoing effort from learners, and some learners may 
require additional supports to do these tasks in a manner equitable to their peers 
(refer to Guideline 8: Provide Options for Sustaining Effort and Persistence, 
CAST, 2018).

Some of these supports might require that learners have choices at each stage of 
the activity to reflect learners’ individual preferences. For example, some learners 
may know exactly what they like and how to apply it to the task. Other learners may 
need some scaffolding to help identify their preferences (e.g., asking children about 
their ideas on a topic and helping them to select one), along with an educator- 
supplied topic and audience in case learners cannot or do not feel comfortable 
selecting their own survey topic or audience. Lastly, self-regulation opportunities 
are an important part of the engagement principle so that learners take ownership at 
reflecting on and regulating their own internal and external reactions to the learning 
that is occurring (refer to Guideline 9: Provide Options for Self-Regulation, CAST, 
2018). An example of a self-regulation checkpoint could include a checklist for 
specific language supports and reflection questions to gauge how the learners feel 
about the language use activity prior to starting, and again at the end of the activity, 
so learners can review any changes in their awareness and skill about using general 
and academic language (and even social language) through the learning activity.
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3.1.2  UDL Principle: Provide Multiple Means of Representation

Three main guidelines also support the representation principle. This refers to build-
ing in multiple representations to present information in a variety of ways (i.e., mul-
timodal) and building in options for individualized interaction with the content 
(refer to Guideline 1: Provide Options for Perception, CAST, 2018). For example, 
when learning how to build and describe their graphs, the educator may demonstrate 
using a variety of graphs including 2-dimensional graph drawings, 3-D representa-
tions, a graph of physical manipulatives (e.g., plastic cubes or other counters) or 
graphs made of realia (e.g., pieces of fruit, candy, stickers). Language and symbols 
are two components that need additional means of representation to support all 
learners. Remember, learners may have different proficiency levels in both English 
and their home language, and they may have different levels of familiarity with 
symbols or other semiotic referents, such as a division sign for learners from differ-
ent countries of origin (Lopez et al., 2015; refer to Guideline 2: Provide Options for 
Language and Symbols, CAST, 2018). Educators can treat this variability as an 
opportunity to pre-teach, or to provide background knowledge before the main les-
son. Rather than asking if students are familiar with the word or symbol (which may 
make some students feel uncomfortable in front of their peers), educators can include 
this information as a step in the lesson so that all learners have the information.

Lastly, instruction should be accessible to all learners. Since characteristics like 
mode, language, and symbols have the potential to impact learning, there is further 
opportunity to promote access for all learners, and that is by ensuring students have 
opportunities to access content regardless of their background knowledge and skill 
mastery. Educators should scaffold content to support all learners (refer to Guideline 
3: Provide Options for Comprehension, CAST, 2018). One example of scaffolding 
the content could be a video or a worksheet that shows the options for graph cre-
ation, along with an option for a representation of the students’ own choosing if it 
contains set parameters (e.g., X and Y axis, frequency counts), so that students do 
not have to rely on working memory or note-taking skills. Another form of scaffold-
ing could be providing, or creating with students, a word wall with the social and 
academic language (words, phrases, sentence starters) that students will use to sur-
vey their classmates and describe their results.

3.1.3  UDL Principle: Provide Multiple Means of Action and Expression

Finally, providing multiple means of action and expression so learners can demon-
strate their knowledge and mastery in a variety of ways is critical. This opportunity 
for individualization is necessary because of the range of learners and variety of 
skills and capabilities they possess. These skills could impact how they not only 
perceive the content but how they can respond to and use the content. Learners do 
not physically interact with print or digital materials in the same way due to motor, 
sensory, or cognitive characteristics, and options are necessary to promote access 
(Guideline 4: Provide Options for Physical Action, CAST, 2018).
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For example, if learners need to create a graph and describe it, perhaps learners 
could create one using physical objects, draw one, or create one digitally. Instruction 
should be amenable to multiple types of demonstrations of student skills. Learners 
need a range of options to show what they know and can do (refer to Guideline 5: 
Provide Options for Expression and Communication, CAST, 2018). Following the 
same example of creating and describing a graph, students’ options to describe their 
graph in English could include verbal, written, or typed descriptions. Depending on 
the instructional model, the home language might scaffold, or provide, targeted sup-
port. Lastly, considering executive functioning and working memory capabilities 
(e.g., cognitive load, Sweller, 1994) for instructional design is another way to opti-
mize learning for diverse learners (refer to Guideline 6: Provide Options for 
Executive Functions, CAST, 2018). With our graph example, executive functioning 
supports could include a step-by-step checklist (i.e., task analysis, chunking) so that 
students can follow the steps to create their graphs. Alternatively, students can use 
this checklist at the end of the assignment, so that they can check their own work. 
Physical examples can support students create their graph, while other supports like 
sentence starters or sentence strips could function as another executive function 
support to help students with their descriptions or hold discussions with their peers 
(e.g., asking or responding to questions).

3.2  Technical Web Accessibility

Technical web accessibility, adherence to technical standards and guidance to make 
content accessible for learners with a variety of needs, can help optimize online 
English instruction. At the time of this writing, several countries have established 
specific policies, laws, and other guidance around access needs for persons with 
disabilities (W3C, 2021b). The World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) created an 
international working group to develop a set of technology standards, Web Content 
Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG; W3C, 2021c). WCAG guidance is temporal and 
successive. As innovations in technology and accessible digital solutions continue, 
WCAG guidelines continue to update. The guidelines are also organized into levels 
of conformance designed to build on one another (e.g., A [minimal], AA, AAA 
[maximal]). The guidelines are also intended to apply to all users, including those 
without disabilities. Rather than recommend that English language educators learn 
each of the WCAG success criterion, it may be more beneficial to think of accessi-
bility through the POUR principles (W3C, 2021a). POUR refers to Perceivable, 
Operable, Understandable, and Robust. That is:

• Perceivable – Learners must be able to perceive all information on the interface 
in a manner that is accessible to them

• Operable – Learners must be able to interact with the information in a manner 
that is accessible to them
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• Understandable – Learners must be able to understand the intended layout, con-
tent, and interactions present on the computer interface

• Robust – Learners must be able to interact with the digital content regardless of 
what type of access methodologies or assistive technologies are used.

In summary, these POUR principles work together to ensure that all learners have 
access to digital content using their preferred access methodologies. For example, 
learners without sensory, motor, or cognitive disabilities may prefer to use keyboard 
navigation at certain times as they interact with digital content. These keyboard 
interactions (e.g., control + C to copy and control + V to paste on a PC computer 
using a QWERTY keyboard) are an example of how WCAG guidance can benefit 
learners without the learners knowing they are benefitting from WCAG 
implementation.

Assuredly, technical implementation is a helpful skill but does not require that all 
English instructors become overnight experts, just knowledgeable users. Although 
it may be tempting to dismiss the relevance of technical accessibility requirements 
or to revert to status quo, it is important to note that doing so can introduce barriers 
for learners who solely rely on assistive technologies for access (not to mention the 
emerging global importance of web accessibility laws and policies, W3C, 2021b). 
The concentrated, ongoing international shift to intentionally remove barriers is 
necessary to be inclusive of persons with disabilities, promoting “equality of oppor-
tunities in education” and beyond, and establishing connection and relevance to the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs 4, 8, 10, 11, and 16) (United Nations, 2021). 
For transparency, there is much more to the technological standards and implemen-
tation that is beyond this chapter. But by attending to these technical requirements 
when designing instruction or selecting online platforms, the instruction will be that 
much more usable by a wider audience, including learners with and without specific 
learning difficulties.

3.3  Meeting Learners’ Needs

Learners, with or without specific learning difficulties, represent a complex and 
diverse group of needs and preferences. Often, these needs and preferences have the 
potential to impact learners’ opportunity to learn, or opportunity to have learned. 
That is, if content was taught, whether the learner had the opportunity to have learn, 
master, and retain the content. In this sense, barriers may be a term used to describe 
elements that impact learners’ opportunity to learn. Identifying sources of potential 
barriers in instructional design is a critical step in optimizing language learning for 
learners.

There are multiple approaches to consider optimizing instructional design to 
meet learners’ needs. For example, although UDL has international recognition and 
is the lens I use to write this chapter, there are additional design frameworks used 
internationally that have similarities to UDL (Persson et al., 2015). While there are 
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distinctions in the descriptions of these frameworks, and differences in the applica-
tions (e.g., product design, architecture, etc.) ultimately the frameworks are all 
intended to promote greater access and equity. Similarly, experts in user experience 
and design thinking have also explored relationships between needs, products, and 
preferences that can help arrive at elegant designs to meet the needs of most users 
and are amenable to further adaptation (Holmes, 2020).

In the following section, I build on UDL and the WCAG POUR principles and 
introduce two commonly used schemas to characterize the range of learner needs. 
These characterizations, while not representative of all combinations, can elicit 
awareness of learners’ needs, which may enhance English language instruc-
tional design.

3.3.1  Learner Needs Schematics

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, equal instruction is the act of providing all 
learners with the same instruction, using the same pedagogical methods. However, 
learners are different, and they represent a unique set of characteristics that may 
impact how they interact with the content (Ketterlin-Geller, 2008). In this section,  
I introduce two schemas to frame thinking around this complex topic. Some sche-
mas represent learner needs. Examples of these include WebAIM characteristics, or 
Inclusive Design Toolkits (Microsoft, 2016; University of Cambridge, 2017). Other 
schemas represent the whole student, for example, intersectionality (Bešić, 2020). 
Intersectionality, originating with Crenshaw (1989) is a framework that addresses 
how power dynamics are magnified when multiple personal characteristics are con-
sidered, like the combined effect of language learning and disability, rather than 
language learning or disability only. In education, intersectionality is a framework 
to recognize the whole learner and the need for instructional design, interventions, 
and assessment to be responsive to intersectional learners rather than discrete 
characteristics.

3.3.2  Learner Needs

Understanding learners’ needs beyond what they need to know from an English 
language instructional standpoint can be a complex endeavor. Some helpful exam-
ples of these approaches in the literature and practice are represented in the Microsoft 
Inclusive Design Toolkit. The Microsoft Inclusive Design Toolkit is a free resource 
(at the time of writing this) that introduces three key concepts. First, that needs 
emerge across all learners, not just those with disabilities. Secondly, needs have the 
potential to change. Lastly, when designed intentionally, elegant solutions can 
address a wide range of learner needs. For example, besides the range of learner 
needs for content instruction, learners also have personal needs that can be situa-
tional, temporary, or permanent (e.g., see the Microsoft Design Toolkit for an exam-
ple of their approach to the User Needs Spectrum).
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A situational condition is temporary and fleeting. A removal from the environ-
ment or stimulus can remove the constraints introduced by the situational condition. 
Examples of this can be a noisy room, direct sunlight shining on a computer screen, 
or inconsistent Wi-Fi because of the timing of the day and bandwidth issues.

A temporary condition is one that may not be as easy to remedy as a situational 
condition but is still time-bound. For example, temporary conditions may be some-
thing like a learner experiencing a sore wrist due to increased mousing needs associ-
ated with virtual learning, or a headache because of eyestrain on the computer.

Permanent conditions are those that cannot be remedied by removal of, or addi-
tion of something, like an accommodation or other assistive technology. Instead, 
permanent conditions are those characteristics, such as specific disabilities or health 
issues that are managed or accommodated and monitored by the learner. Examples 
of permanent conditions may be learners with sensory disabilities like blindness, 
low vision, deafness, or learners with health conditions like diabetes, that require 
constant monitoring of insulin levels.

Each of these time-bound conditions can introduce challenges for learners and 
how they experience English language instruction. Ranging from some minor 
inconveniences to more prevalent and profound impact, each can impact opportu-
nity to learn. As a result, it is critical to intentionally design instruction to be as 
accessible to the widest range of learners as possible and ensure that it is also ame-
nable to further accommodations to support learners. For examples of these situa-
tions and their potential impact on instruction, refer to Table 1.

4  Opportunities for Implementing Equitable and Accessible 
Instructional Design for Online English Instruction

In recognition of these complexities briefly introduced in Table 1, learning how to 
incorporate accessible and equitable practices when teaching English is an ongoing 
process. The field is still emerging in its understanding of how to balance the com-
plex needs of students with specific learning difficulties with language instruction 
and assessment. Further, the technological advances needed to implement accessi-
ble solutions are still evolving with technical web accessibility standards. As tech-
nological advances are made, the best practices or accessible solutions must be 
continually and carefully evaluated and updated to reflect changes in digital acces-
sibility. The expected result should be iterative improvements to instructional prac-
tices as technology changes and more learners can gain access.

Furthermore, despite the advances in digital language learning opportunities and 
accessibility practices, there is a dearth of research focused on the interdisciplinary 
integration of the two respective fields, reflective of practice. Specifically, although 
international policies or guidance documents mention UDL and accessibility, the 
research on UDL and accessibility in language learning, teaching, and assessment 
is still an emerging field. Although this chapter aims to bridge these 
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Table 1 Examples of learners’ needs during instruction

Time- 
bound

Selected 
sensory 
experiences

Selected challenges for 
teaching and learning

Potential mitigations for teaching 
and learning

Situational Poor lighting
Glare on the 
computer 
screen

Limited visibility
Limited reading of text or 
graphics on screen
Distraction
Lack of engagement

Check in with the learners e.g., 
“Let’s make sure you can see 
your screen, let’s try to problem 
solve”
Help or allow time for the learner 
to move locations, adjust the 
computer, turn on a light, or close 
the blinds
Allow time for individual or 
directive refocus (e.g., taking a 
break or refocus with a 
meditation or classroom mantra)
Verbally describe everything on 
the screen

Temporary Eye strain Physical discomfort
Distraction
Lack of engagement
Possible limit of visual access 
and demonstration of certain 
skills, e.g.,
   Viewing text (e.g., reading) 

or graphics (decorative or 
construct relevant) in any 
domain

Provide frequent breaks
Increase zoom on the computer 
screen or increase font size
Check in with the learners e.g., 
“Let’s make sure you can see 
your screen, lets problem solve”
Help or allow time for the learner 
to look away and refocus, adjust 
lighting, change mode on the 
computer (e.g., high contrast dark 
mode)
Verbally describe information
Provide directions to use built-in 
read aloud devices (e.g., 
Microsoft Narrator) (note: built-in 
read aloud devices or text to 
speech will be dependent on the 
instruction being delivered and 
the device the learner is using)

Permanent Blindness or 
other visual 
impairment

Construct definition and 
selected representation and 
action & expression challenges 
across language skills, e.g.,
   Learning to read (read aloud, 

decoding) v. reading to learn 
(comprehension) and 
accommodations (e.g., 
braille or assistive 
technology)

Work with the learner (and the 
broader blind community) to 
provide preferred access 
strategies, and adapt specific 
language skill lessons
Work with the learner (and the 
broader blind community) to 
ensure that learners are held to 
similar high expectations as their 
peers, and if lessons are adapted, 
unintended consequences (e.g., 
grading policies) are mitigated so 
that learners are not penalized
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interdisciplinary practices to support the language learning needs for a range of 
learners, including those with specific learning difficulties, there remain several 
imperative topical areas for future research. These areas include: (1) educator prepa-
ration in areas of educational technology and English learners with specific learning 
difficulties; (2) English language instruction and accessibility for all learners; and 
(3) accessibility and accommodations for language teaching, learning, and assess-
ment for learning.

4.1  Educator Preparation

Following the discipline-specific academic language example raised earlier in the 
chapter, educator preparation is one key consideration that will impact when and 
how educators will implement UDL and accessibility guidelines in the classroom. 
UDL and accessibility are more than a checklist, a professional development work-
shop, or an educator preparation course. It reflects a fundamental shift in mindset to 
organically weave these principles through instruction and pedagogy. This, how-
ever, is facilitated by educators’ opportunity to learn and use these strategies but is 
further complicated by changing modes of delivery (physical classroom, hybrid, or 
online). Ultimately, providing support for educator preparation and practice is criti-
cal to build on educator strengths in delivering accessible language instruction.

For example, there are variations in the rate of inclusion (i.e., the extent to which 
learners with disabilities are included in general education classrooms and school 
activities with supports rather than a separate setting for students with disabilities) 
and how it is implemented internationally, will impact educators’ opportunity to 
learn and apply accessible instructional design strategies unless there is structured 
and systematic support. For example, inclusive classrooms (and thus expectations 
for inclusive educational and assessment experiences) may be more common across 
most school settings in the United States (Gholson & Guzman-Orth, 2019; Guzman- 
Orth et al., 2020), in other instances, inclusive language programs may be growing 
or associated with specific learners (Kormos, 2017). Recent efforts focused on 
delineating issues related to educator preparation in foreign language learning have 
been emerging (Nijakowska, 2019), but ongoing efforts to extend the work are still 
necessary.

Related to preparing educators to work with students with diverse needs, educa-
tors should also be skilled in ways to adapt or support content learning so that learn-
ers have access. For example, some educators have recommended focusing on oral 
communication or authentic language tasks (Kormos & Kontra, 2008; Kormos, 
2017). Interestingly, these skills are often referred to as functional curriculum, and 
previous systematic review research has questionable evidence to support the use of 
functional curriculum (Bouck & Flanagan, 2010; Bouck & Satsangi, 2014). 
Alternatively, current recommendations are to promote high expectations and rigor-
ous language curriculum based on evidence-based practices to support students 
reaching desired outcomes (Gholson & Guzman-Orth, 2019). More research is 
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needed to prioritize evidence-based pedagogical practices for educators to support 
students’ skill acquisition across a range of interlocutors, settings, and for various 
purposes.

4.2  Accessible English Language Instruction and Assessment 
for Learning

Another challenge implied in the earlier discipline-specific academic language 
example is the lack of an existing off-the-shelf curriculum that is accessible for the 
full range of learners. Although in our earlier example, building a graph and using 
academic language to describe the graph was the learning target, building in oppor-
tunities for engagement and supports through the UDL principles were a natural 
extension that could support a wider range of learners. Through the application of 
the UDL principles, educators are encouraged to think through their students: who 
are these learners, what assets and resources do the learners bring with them into the 
classroom, and what are their interests? Through this exploratory preparation, it is 
possible that educators will discover common themes and interests, and areas of 
divergence. These similarities and differences can strategically help integrate UDL 
and accessibility through language instruction.

While previous research has explored the connections between language learn-
ing and cognitive disabilities (i.e., reading disability; dyslexia), there are other dis-
abilities and learner needs that impact learners’ opportunities to access English 
language instruction and assessment (Guzman-Orth et al., 2016). Assessment for 
learning is part of the learning experience (e.g., Bailey & Heritage, 2014; Lantolf, 
2009). Providing learners with specific learning difficulties a consistent accessibil-
ity experience across their instructional and assessment experiences is important, 
and additional research is needed to identify evidence-based language teaching and 
assessment practices for learners with specific learning difficulties, particularly a 
range of sensory, motor, and cognitive difficulties. Considerations for the intersec-
tionality across learners is important to include in these investigations as well 
(Bešić, 2020).

As the population characteristics diversify to include more learners, we must also 
reexamine traditional construct and task definitions. If the construct is defined, 
taught, and acquisition is measured thorough the traditional four skills of listening, 
speaking, reading, and writing, educators must also be prepared to include students 
in a range of interactions and opportunities for response. For example, if writing is 
taught in the classroom as forming words by hand before learners can type, learners 
who are blind and use other methods, like slate and stylus, brailler, typing, or dicta-
tion, to name a few, will not be able to fairly demonstrate traditional handwriting as 
a precursor skill. In these instances, applying UDL and the POUR principles could 
help educators identify these problematic areas earlier in the instructional design to 
better include learners during the lesson delivery. Consequently, these conversations 
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and others are a critical necessity to ensure that all learners can access accessible 
English language instruction and show what they know and can do.

4.3  Accessibility, Accommodations, and Assistive Technology 
for Online English Instruction

With the previous two examples of educator preparation and thinking of the range 
of learners, acknowledging the accommodations some learners will need is equally 
important. Using our discipline-specific academic language example, understand-
ing the range of learners is critical to ensuring the appropriate directions are in place 
for students so that their surveys, graph, and descriptions are accessible to their 
classmates. For example, if students wanted to use survey software or create a social 
media poll to survey their class, educators should provide their students with direc-
tions on how to create a text description of any images so that classmates with visual 
impairments can gain access.

Along with the shifting landscape for enhanced educator preparation and the 
need to discuss interactions between disability, accommodations, and traditional 
construct and tasks in English language instruction, is the need to conduct more 
research on the online interactions between instruction, delivery, and accessibility 
(e.g., accommodations, assistive technology). Accessibility considerations are ben-
eficial for all learners, not only learners with learning difficulties. Educators can 
support these considerations through more traditional elements, such as creating 
clear and concise instructions in English (or even the home language, if used as part 
of the instructional program), and intuitive and consistent layouts so learners do not 
always have to search for directions, content, responses, or the navigation icons 
(e.g., “next” or “go back”). Again, these elements that are still emerging in digital 
design apply to all learners, all age levels, not only learners with learning 
difficulties.

However, despite the affordances offered by applying UDL to instructional 
design, it is imperative to ensure the resulting lessons are amenable to individual-
ized accommodations for learners with specific difficulties, including disabilities. 
Accommodations are individualized supports that change how learners will interact 
with content or demonstrate their knowledge. Accommodations may vary across 
students or settings for various reasons (for an overview of recent shifts in accom-
modations for learners with specific learning difficulties taking ELP assessments, 
refer to Guzman-Orth et al., 2020). Nevertheless, understanding how accommoda-
tions can support online English language instruction is imperative and these are 
still areas where evidence is just emerging. The interaction between online English 
instruction and accommodations is critical to investigate and identify best practices 
for educators, so their teaching does not fall subject to the nuances of assistive tech-
nology. For example, options in assistive technologies, such as screen reader soft-
ware, vary widely in use and preferences (WebAIM, 2021). These assistive 
technologies may have unintended consequences on the impact of the instructional 
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delivery, such as the variation in how screen readers announce and pronounce char-
acters (Bowman, 2014; WebAIM, 2017) and whether the variation in pronunciation 
may impact how learners are learning English. Although this is just one example, 
more investigation is needed to determine when and where assistive technologies 
may introduce unforeseen complications in English instructional delivery. In these 
instances, the goal would be to determine how to adapt the language  instruction 
while still maintaining high expectations, rather than change the task difficulty to 
make the instruction easier  or limit learners’ access to their preferred assistive 
technology. 

5  Conclusion and Implications

Serving learners in online English language instruction has accelerated because of 
the global response to the pandemic, yet, guidance on how to produce equitable and 
accessible online English instruction for all language learners is only emerging. The 
perspectives and focus on UDL and technical web accessibility considerations in 
this chapter are intended to serve as a critical foundation to help educators support 
all learners. Irrespective of the learner, or if the learner has a disability, or instruc-
tional setting or language curriculum, English language instruction may benefit 
from concentrated attention to the affordances of UDL and accessibility POUR 
principles to address the needs of their learners in online environments and support 
learning and assessment. Including these practices and principles in instructional 
design may support educators by bridging international accessibility guidelines 
with online English language instructional practices to improve instructional design 
and increase access for all learners.
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