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1DR MARIAN MCCARTHY / DR VIVIAN RATH

About the Rapporteurs

Dr Marian McCarthy 

Dr Marian McCarthy is a former Vice President for Teaching and Learning 
at UCC, a Fellow of the International Society for the Scholarship of Teaching 
and Learning and a Senior Lecturer in Education. She was co-founder and 
director of UCC’s Centre for the Integration of Research, Teaching and 
Learning. Her research interests include Multiple Intelligences theory, 
Teaching for Understanding, Universal Design for Learning and the Arts 
in Education. Marian is a member of the Senate of the NUI and a former 
Governor of UCC. She also served on the Board of Directors of AHEAD, in 
which she has a keen interest.

Dr Vivian Rath 

Vivian is an Adjunct Teaching Fellow in Trinity College Dublin (TCD). He 
recently completed his PhD on the social engagement experiences of 
disabled students in higher education in Ireland. His PhD focused on the 
areas of disabled student social engagement, transitions, voice, belonging 
and the impact of college climate. He is a founder and Convenor of the TCD 
Forum for Disabled Staff & Postgraduates and is a TCD Equality Champion 
recipient. Vivian has an extensive knowledge of the development of the wider 
student experience, having worked in University College Dublin in the Office 
of the Registrar, and Vice President for Students. In this role he coordinated 
the undergraduate orientation for several years. An appointee to the Irish 
Human Rights & Equality Commission Disability Advisory Committee, he 
has a role in monitoring Ireland’s implementation of the UN CRPD. He has 
extensive national and international experience in promoting student voice 
and belonging in higher education.



2 INTRODUCTION

Introduction
The 2021 AHEAD online conference, Reconnection: Placing Inclusion at the Heart 
of Online Learning and Support, took place over five weeks from April 6th to May 
7th. The conference brochure sets out the agenda to be explored: 

“how we might provide those connections that are central to a high-quality 
educational experience online and that place the inclusion of staff and 
students at the heart of approaches to online teaching, learning and 
support”. 

The conference promised a focus on “innovative practice developed before and 
during the pandemic” and set out to examine “how whole-college, universally 
designed approaches to digital inclusion provide a richer online learning 
experience for all students”. The title of this conference brings us literally to 
the heart of the matter: Reconnection: Placing Inclusion at the Heart of Online 
Learning. Given that this is AHEAD’s second online conference during the 
pandemic, it could draw on the well-established fact that there is a need to 
reconnect with the learning community. This is easier said than done, particularly 
in an online learning environment during a pandemic, where the virtual is the main 
lifeline for all learners. Inclusivity is not an option – it is the right of all learners. 

But, given that Covid-19 has catapulted us almost exclusively into an online setting, 
there is little time to adapt, or to acquire the knowledge and skills necessary to 
master this virtual environment, and there is no time to reflect. Hence the need 
for this conference and the opportunity to stand back, to pause and focus on 
‘reconnection’. Implied in this concept is the assumption that there is a disconnect. 
Covid-19 is a huge catalyst in our learning, but it has caused much alienation and 
anxiety and has shone a spotlight on the many gaps in our pedagogy and practice. 
As is clear from several conference presentations, the pandemic can also be seen 
as a catalyst for change – an invitation to start again, to redesign and reconnect, 
rather than to retrofit. Hence the promise and high expectations of this conference. 
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This was the best attended conference in AHEAD’s history and built on its 
pioneering work last year as one of the first international online conferences in 
Covid times. It speaks volumes for the progressive pedagogy and technology at 
AHEAD that it has already produced two such international annual conferences, 
which gives it a credible voice in the field of online learning and how to construct, 
facilitate and advance it. 
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To capture the holistic approach required for inclusion, the 
conference content was divided into five weekly themes. 
Each week featured a combination of pre-recorded content, 
live presentations, posters, workshops, and interactive 
discussions on the weekly themes: 

‘Welcome Everybody’  
Universal Design for Learning in the Online Classroom

‘I Did It My Way’ 
Assistive Technology and Customised Learning 

‘What Can I Do for You?’ 
Disability Support in Online Learning 

‘Home Sweet Home’ 
College-Wide Approaches to Support Inclusion 

‘Let’s Do Lunch’ 
Virtually Connected Teachers and Learners

You can find all the conference materials on the AHEAD 
Reconnections webpage. 

WEEK 1

WEEK 2

WEEK 3

WEEK 4

WEEK 5

https://www.ahead.ie/event/conference2021/index


6 REPORT METHODOLOGY 

Report Methodology 
Reflection played an important part in this conference, and each week culminated 
in a reflective dialogue. The Conference Rapporteurs, Dr Vivian Rath and Dr Marian 
McCarthy, facilitated these discussions, providing opportunities for the voices of all 
conference participants to be heard. 

As Rapporteurs, our role was to report on the outcomes and proceedings of the 
five weeks of the conference as well as to identity any emergent gaps and highlight 
potential ways forward. It is hoped that the reader’s reflective process will also be 
stimulated and inform future AHEAD conferences. We shall begin by bringing the 
reader on a tour of the weeks’ keynotes, presentations, posters, and workshops. 
We will then collate all this information and discuss the potential implications of our 
learning from those five weeks. Such discussion will be supported by the weekly 
Mentimeter results to the questions answered by you, our conference participants, 
at the Friday reflective sessions. 

Our report will bring the conference to an ultimate conclusion. Every contribution 
made at the conference was valuable, and although we would like to mention 
each one, we know you appreciate that this is not possible. We have chosen the 
following methodology to present our conference weekly summaries. These will be 
written through the triangulation of data from the conference which will include the 
following:
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Keynotes

Summary

Menti
Feedback

Presentations
Workshops

Posters

Summary Keynotes - Provide the spark each week which informs the 
chosen theme. 

Presentations - Provide the practice on the ground of local 
and international speakers.

 
Mentimeter - Provides attendee comments and feedback on a 
weekly basis.
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 “UDL is about a form of 
 design thinking that 
 gives us permission to 
 change the world.” 
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Weekly Summaries 

WEEK 1
‘Welcome Everybody’ 
Universal Design for Learning in the Online 
Classroom

During the ‘Orientation’ session at the beginning of the conference, participants 
were asked what they wanted to get out of it. Through the Mentimeter feedback, 
they spoke of wanting to develop a greater understanding of disability, education, 
and inclusion. They wanted to have their minds opened, to reflect, and to engage. 
They wanted to be equipped to implement real change, to find the skills to really 
hear the voice of young people, and to identify practical recommendations for UDL 
in practice. They spoke of wanting to make new connections, to connect more with 
each other, to develop their own communities, and to network. 

The opening week of the conference set a welcoming tone in its very title: ‘Welcome 
Everybody!’ – UDL in the Online Classroom. Those wishing to respond to this theme 
were invited to focus on “rich, accessible and engaging learning experiences that 
build meaningful learning for staff and students”. We were not disappointed with 
the range and depth of presentations which left us with a plethora of ideas and 
practices to advance and embed inclusion.

The week began well with a ‘deep dive’ session from Frederic Fovet, Royal Roads 
University in British Colombia, no stranger to AHEAD conferences, who drew 
our attention to the idea of the ‘Covid pivot’, capturing the overnight shift from 
face-to-face to online teaching and its immediate impact on curriculum redesign 
and communication with students. Fovet sees himself as “in the trenches” – 
echoes indeed of Schön’s (1995) ‘messy, lowland swamps’ – and a reminder of 
the qualitative and phenomenological world of real teaching. He focused on the 
complex nature of UDL and on the key idea of ‘engagement’, so central to this 
conference. He made clear what the latter looked like by taking us through the 
variety of ways he interacted with students; for example, through live sessions, 
discussion fora, live chats, and team assignments, while also leveraging the LMS 
and role-modelling to create curiosity and diversity for his students in the two 
master’s courses he had to redesign overnight. 
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Another highlight from this first week of the conference was a local presentation 
from Lowe and Higgins in UCD, who hit on another touchstone of UDL in this 
conference – that of Design Thinking, which Higgins defined so insightfully as 

“permission to take action in the world”. The presentation was groundbreaking in 
the way it foregrounded the visceral and experiential, using the Thinking Lab – the 
Meitheal Machnamh at UCD – to draw students into the reality of what it is like to 
try and navigate the campus in a wheelchair. Students viewing the real-time video 
of the wheelchair journey were able to experience first-hand the range of barriers 
and obstacles encountered, such as navigating narrow paths and entrances, or 
having to reach up to find a button to open a door, instead of gaining entry through 
a sliding door. The students were introduced to such extreme and marginalised 
experiences so that they might empathise and better design living and learning for 
students with disabilities. 

The keynote of the week took us to another level in introducing the concept of 
‘active inclusion’, which is well characterised by its title: UDL: Connecting FET 

Learners, Practitioners, and the World. Ann Heelan and Thomas Tobin are indeed 
proactive in laying out the work of AHEAD and SOLAS in the field of further 
education. Their forthcoming strategy publication lays out how successfully UDL 
can transform further education through creating professional learning networks, 
which are specific forms of communities of practice, such as the Active Inclusion 
Networks central to the presentation, which make the most of understanding, 
discussing, and implementing UDL in their specific settings. Indeed, such a 
characterisation of community conjures up the idea of a ‘meitheal’ in the Irish 
sense, a gathering, where all contribute to the work and its achievement and 
celebration at harvest time.

There were many more highlights during Week 1, all of which ultimately lead us to 
some of the following conclusions: 

 — that UDL needs a community in which to thrive, where we can exchange our 
ideas, our successes, and our learning; 

 — that UDL needs many levels and means of engagement if it is to reach all 
learners; 

 — and that UDL is about a form of design thinking that gives us permission to 
change the world. 
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The Mentimeter process during the weekly reflective sessions placed people 
in breakout groups to consider a range of questions that would enable them to 
reflect on the week’s contributions. The first question focused on what stood out 
for participants. Responses ranged from an appreciation of the diverse range of 
presentations to the realisation that an inclusive environment was relevant for 
everyone. Participants were also reassured that a UDL pathway can be navigated 
through a series of small steps, from the bottom up, adapting older modules and 
shaping them to be more universally designed. They also appreciated hearing the 
lived experiences of disabled people. The feedback to this question was reassuring 
and confirmed that the expectations of the Orientation Mentimeter were already 
being addressed. Participants spoke of appreciating the need for student support 
and the importance of choice and flexibility in meeting student needs. They also 
began to reflect on the nature of education post-Covid. A final reflection from one 
group sums up the span and impact of this opening week: (there was) “a palpable 
sense of enthusiasm among attendees; a holistic approach to UDL – not just 
academics; a collegiate atmosphere, bouncing ideas; connecting with speakers and 
topic; breakout room connections; multiple options of resources to proceed”. 

The second question asked participants to consider how their learning this week 
would influence their future practice. A key suggestion centred around getting 
everyone involved in UDL, not the teaching staff only. There was also a call for 
classes or webinars that would help staff to understand and apply UDL principles. 
Another group stressed the importance of ensuring that all voices are included in 
the conversation. There was a call again to be incremental in how we introduce 
UDL and for time for staff and students to acculturate to UDL. The modelling of 
UDL in presentations and workshops was welcomed. The links to resources were 
also much appreciated and were already being mined during the conference. 
Finally, there were several references to community and the realisation that 
‘reconnection’ is a community endeavour, not a solo run. The snowball effect of 
building a network, for example, described in Elinor Olaussen, Dr Håkan Eftring, 
and Dr Merja Saarela’s session, was mentioned a number of times. There was 
an appreciation that this “new online community”, brought to life through this 
conference, “opens stuff to the rest of the world”. It is this promise of connection, 
local and global, which is already a hallmark of this conference. 
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 “AT became personal and 
 real this week” 
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WEEK 2
‘I Did It My Way’ 
Assistive Technology and Customised Learning

The keynote by Dr Luis Pérez, entitled A Bicycle for the Mind: How Technology 

can Empower all Learners for Success, struck a chord with participants on so 
many levels and enhanced our appreciation and understanding of how Assistive 
Technology (AT) can empower learners and transform lives. The very title of the 
keynote signposted a range of metaphors that plumbed the depths of a philosophy 
of life and learning that integrated disability with identity and that put the learner 
in the driving seat; the ‘bicycle seat’ of our metaphor being adjustable to facilitate 
each learner. Pérez spoke movingly about his own experience and his blindness, 
which allowed him to see so much. It was telling that another key metaphor he 
used was that of light – an image he drew from his Quaker school education, 
which encouraged him to find the light in others. The keynote was a touchstone 
for the other presentations and workshops in Week 2, pointing to the power of AT 
but always seeing it in relation to pedagogy. Pérez references Michael Fullan to 
underscore the central importance of teaching to beget learning: “Pedagogy is the 
driver; technology is the accelerator”. 

Luis Pérez provided us with several strategies to embrace technology in pursuit 
of learning and inclusivity. For example, he gave us a few apt acronyms such as 
SLIDE and POUR to capture the essence of how we can use technology for the 
benefit of all. For example, the SLIDE resource outlines five steps which help to 
ensure that we are providing an inclusive interface: a focus on Styles reminds us 
of the importance of structure in our presentations and the role that headings play 
to enable readers to navigate a text. Links point us to where we can learn more. 
Images used need also to be accompanied by text. The Design of our presentation 
is important to ensure good contrast and ensure, for example, that the title of an 
image is close to the picture to enable meaningful reading. Finally, we need to 
Evaluate our work and to use the checker – spellcheck, for example – to ensure 
that we are making sense and that all can access our message. 
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He spoke movingly about his own experience and that of others and defined for 
us the intersections between UDL, Educational and Assistive Technology, and 
Knowledge of Self, through his Venn diagram. When these three approaches work 
together, we can reach that ‘sweet spot’ that empowers each learner. The latter 
needs to know who s/he is and what s/he needs so that an appropriate learning 
environment can be designed to enable each learner to reach his/her full potential. 

The presentations and workshops throughout the week, live and recorded, echo 
Pérez – though they were not designed to respond to his keynote per se. However, 
they also convey the essential messages about AT: at its best, it is bespoke for the 
community in question and serves to nurture confident and expressive learners. AT 
leads to IT – inclusive technology – and finds room for all. The presentation from 
Galway and Roscommon ETB, for example, focused on the importance of Executive 
Functions in empowering apprentices. Such research reminds us that Executive 
Functions are central to fulfilling one of the central principles of UDL: Multiple 
Means of Action and Expression. AHEAD’s own AT Hive workshop also underscored 
the importance and availability of a plethora of AT resources in reaching out to 
students and providing alternative and innovative ways of learning. Participants 
were hitherto unaware of such rich resources. 

The poster presentation in Week 2 emerged from the National Council for the 
Blind, Ireland (NCBI) and was most revealing about the need to work with students 
with disabilities before they reach college. This project was highly successful 
and set out to support “Transition Year (TY) students with sight loss to develop 
complementary access solutions and life skills”. The NCBI added to the rich 
metaphorical bank of that week, using the acronym LENS to highlight their role 
in ensuring Learning Empowerment Network Skills for blind students. The TY 
students found the NCBI workshops and interventions transformational and a 
highlight of their school year. The importance of this project is that it is sustainable 
and will impact students’ ability to become confident learners who have a future in 
the marketplace and in higher education. 
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The Mentimeter comments and discussion points which emerged in the weekly 
reflective session of the week also spoke to the central role of AT in transforming 
the learning experience for students. What surprised one group of respondents 
in Week 2 was that “AT became personal and real this week”, it came to life in the 
personal stories of speakers and their examples of how they used AT to unlock a 
real learning experience. Another group commented on how they began to unpack 
the misconceptions around AT during Week 2. It became clear that AT was for all 
learners; indeed, that much of it was already there, free in our devices, but hidden 
due to our lack of awareness. 

The second question in the Mentimeter probe asked about the importance of the 
week’s learning for people’s future practice. A raft of responses emerged here 
which showed the trajectory and promise of AT and highlighted what is yet to be 
done if AT is to become IT and reach out to all: for example, we need to review our 
VLE’s at the institutional level to ensure accessibility. We need to let our students 
use their phones in class. We should become aware that there is a community of 
like-minded people out there who are also aware of the role of AT in transforming 
learning and we should become part of these communities. We must familiarise 
ourselves with the plethora of AT resources which are there to help us turn 
teaching into learning and darkness into light. In Pérez’s words, when he found 
the voice over facility on his PC – named ALEX – it was a life-changing moment, a 
spark of joy and hope which transformed his life. 
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 “...not only do we have 
 a legal obligation to 
 make our content more 
 accessible for all users, 
 but we have a moral 
 obligation too” 
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WEEK 3
‘What Can I Do for You?’ 
Disability Support in Online Learning.

Week 3: ‘What Can I Do for You? – Disability Support in Online Learning’ shone a 
spotlight on the practices being implemented to connect with and support students 
in the online environment. It provided a platform for a diversity of voices including 
students, personal assistants, and IT specialists. The many challenges associated 
with the ‘Covid pivot’ had been widely acknowledged in earlier weeks, but Week 
3 unearthed a variety of lesser-spoken difficulties. One of these was the use of 
Personal Assistants in the Virtual World of Further Education in Kinsale College. 
In this presentation, Gail Jones and Angela Fahy described how it is important that 
Personal Assistants (PAs) are adaptable to the environment in which the student is 
located. They recognised that each student has different learning styles, and that 
the PA must be prepared to support the student’s unique learning requirements, 
including online learning, and have the technology know how to do that. They 
highlighted the important role their knowledge of UDL played in supporting them 
to be adaptable and provide for the technological needs of their students. Central 
to all of this was the creation of relationships. A PA-student relationship is often a 
much closer relationship than a student-teacher relationship, and so the PA must 
be skilled at knowing when to stand back and knowing when to provide support. 
Such interventions can act to reduce anxiety levels for students. 

The keynote, entitled, Are We There Yet?....The Long Journey to Accessible Learning 

Experiences explored the legal responsibilities for FE and HE arising from the 
recent transposition of the Web Accessibility Directive. Alastair McNaught, IT 
Consultant, and Donal Rice, National Disability Authority, skilfully presented on 
what many might consider a more technical topic, transforming it into one that 
was understandable and accessible. They identified that the aim should be to 
provide barrier-free, accessible content for all. The Web Accessibility Directive 
requires public sector bodies to make their websites and mobile applications 
accessible by meeting four main principles of accessibility; Perceivable, Operable, 
Understandable, and Robust (POUR). Similar to Pérez, in Week 2, Donal and 
Alastair too spoke of the importance of not wanting to “provide access to boredom”, 
and McNaught reminded us that “technical compliance alone does not guarantee 
a good learning experience”. They highlighted that a deficit of awareness (and 
of practice, skills, or training among content creators) creates barriers that 
needlessly and unfairly disadvantage some users. The legislation can act to 
correct this deficit. They drew upon the link between Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL) principles and our legal obligations under the Web Accessibility Directive 
2016/2020. 
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Of course, not only do we have a legal obligation to make our content more 
accessible for all users, but we have a moral obligation too. They introduced us to 
the four pillars of an accessibility statement, which are Policy, Process, Practice, 
and People. McNaught advised us that the goal should be to reach ‘accessibility 
maturity’, and he brought us through a five-stage model where we move from 
Luck, Tokenism, Standards, Ownership, and finally to Partnership, in our journey 
to bring about accessibility maturity. Full accessibility maturity is a point where 
we move from mere compliance to a destination where we aim higher, and see 
all stakeholders working in partnership with us as co-creators. Rice brought this 
fascinating keynote to a close with an overview of the supports available within the 
National Disability Authority, and their role in monitoring compliance. This keynote 
was packed with practical tips and tools to support all content creators in mapping 
out what they need to do to meet their legal obligations and to provide accessible, 
inclusive content for all. 

Presentations in Week 3 focused on ensuring student success was a high 
priority. Presenters gave a range of technological options available, including 
the National Council for the Blind of Ireland Bookshare programme, which offers 
an accessible digital library to students. We also heard about research being 
conducted into the use of ‘Lecture Capture Technology’ and its impact on the 
academic outcomes and learning experiences of disabled students. The team 
in Maynooth University Access Programme (MAP) spoke of the importance of 
supporting students to “develop greater independence” in their presentation 
entitled Connecting Online: Webinar Series for Student Success. This was done by 
supporting students to develop core skills to engage academically. Maynooth did 
this by offering an online webinar focused at specific target groups to develop 
student confidence and help them socially engage with peers. Critical to the 
success of this was obtaining university buy-in, and they provided attendees with 
a seven-step action plan to run a similar webinar. 
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Maya Flynn, a student, spoke about some of the “unexpected advantages” of the 
‘Covid pivot’ in her presentation, entitled The Unexpected Advantages of a Global 

Pandemic When Losing your Sight! Managing an Acquired Disability During Education. 
She focused on the widespread use of multiple means of learning through 
technology, increased feedback, and recorded classes. However, these advantages 
were lessened by a range of new challenges she encountered, such as: learning 
how to use new technologies without face-to-face teaching, or how each module 
layout was different, or how the software being used within her institution wasn’t 
accessible. Maya reported that she no longer found the need to disclose her 
disability to her classmates. The corollary of this was that she expressed missing 
having the opportunity to disclose her disability to her close friends, through the 
small daily interactions with peers. The power of personal stories across this week 
acted to further support these experiences as students had their voice heard by 
sharing their journeys with participants. 

The poster presentation in Week 3 was entitled Returning to Work After Acquired 

Brain Injury (ABI): A Mixed-Method Case Study and emerged from research 
undertaken by Brain Injury Ireland. It explored the experience of engaging in 
Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) after ABI and whether VR has an impact upon 
work self-efficacy. It identified a number of considerations based on the results, 
including challenges such as: fatigue, stigma, the need to self-advocate, and the 
many benefits of returning to work.

A common theme across Week 3 was that technology is only one piece of the puzzle. 
It was also recognised that technological confidence on its own isn’t enough. 
So, the second piece of the puzzle identified was the need to foster connections 
through early peer engagement. This was done by giving students opportunities to 
engage during orientation and by allowing students to co-create the programme. 
This was identified as having possible transformative effects in the workshop 
entitled Launchpad Online: How Student Ownership Can Transform an Orientation 

Programme presented by the MAP team. Ongoing engagement, including social 
engagement, was also seen as central to student success, combatting social 
isolation, and supporting positive mental health. This was the focus of the other 
workshops during the week, including the Online Social Support for Autistic Students 

– A Pilot Project, as a Response to the restrictions of Covid-19. This was a student-
led online gaming peer group initiated by the University of Leicester’s autism 
specialist mentors to support students to make friends in a structured environment 
and provide them with a regular social outlet during the academic year. 
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During the Mentimeter weekly reflection, The Online Social Support for Autistic 

Students workshop was considered an item that ‘stood out’ for participants. 
Participants believed that other ‘standouts’ included the use of language and 
the importance of seeking to ‘de-problematise’ disability. These, along with the 
need to ‘take a step back and take a wider UDL perspective’, made it clear that 
some practices need to be restructured, as opposed to being worked around. In 
the words of Alastair McNaught, “be careful not to put up ladders when you can 
take down walls”. Feedback showed that attendees believed that their learning 
during Week 3 about ‘online learning’ would have a significant influence on their 
future practice. 
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 “inclusion is everyone’s 
 business” 
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WEEK 4
‘Home Sweet Home!’ 
College-Wide Approaches that Support 
Inclusion for All in the Digital World.

Week 4 had the theme of ‘Home Sweet Home!’ – College-Wide Approaches that 

Support Inclusion for All in the Digital World. This week’s theme explored the many 
approaches that sought to embed inclusion and digital accessibility practices into 
the fabric of each institution. These included the implementation of college-wide 
policy, the featuring of accessibility and inclusion pointers in all staff guidance, 
the development of college campaigns and toolkits, and wide-scale professional 
development programmes relating to inclusion. This theme explored the work 
that sought to build a culture within institutions where “inclusion is everyone’s 
business”. The presentations in Week 4 reflected the many challenges faced 
by colleges, compounded by the swift move to remote and hybrid learning, and 
demonstrated how teams in colleges have adapted to embed UDL approaches. This 
was exemplified by projects that took a whole-college approach to ensuring digital 
accessibility and implementing Universal Design across the student’s lifecycle 
and that supported the wider college network to develop their skills. What came 
to mind as we viewed these presentations was that access is indeed becoming 
everyone’s business. 

The keynote, entitled An Effective Institutional Approach to Teaching, Learning & 

Assessment through a Universal Design for Learning Lens, began with the iconic 
Irish image of a statue of the salmon of knowledge, the symbol of eternal learning, 
which marks the entrance to Sligo IT. Like the story of the salmon of knowledge 
in Irish culture, Sligo IT were embedding a UDL approach into the culture of 
their institution. They took a cross-campus strategic approach to implementing 
UDL through a nationally funded project that has contributed to a more inclusive 
educational student experience. The presentation engaged the UDL audience in 
conceptualising a framework to incorporate best inclusive practice through the 
streams of a strategic UDL workplan, using measurable inclusive assessment 
tools, inclusive curriculum design, and effective instructional design technique. 
Their focus was on ensuring its long-term sustainability. They had found that 
although staff in their institution understood the approach, such understanding 
didn’t necessarily result in implementation. They set about changing this by 
taking a ‘bottom-up, top-down’ approach, with consultation and collaboration 
being central to the process, because “greater collaboration resulted in greater 
innovation”. Staff needed continued support and one-to-one facilitation to 
underpin their modules with UDL principles. They established a number of key 



23

strategic activity resources that drove the initiative deliverables. For example, 
they embedded supports in curriculums through their UDL digital badges. They 
followed a process of audit meetings, audit facilitation, and reflection on learning 
sessions. They activated UDL working groups and conducted UDL focus groups. 
They enabled staff to develop UDL-compliant modules. 

This was an incredibly informative keynote that provided a blueprint for any 
college wishing to begin their UDL journey. Having seen an earlier version of the 
presentation a number of years ago, it was impressive to see how the focus had 
shifted from raising awareness of UDL to sustainably embedding UDL within every 
system of the institution, from their online learning platform right through to the 
provision of student support. They described their journey in intricate detail whilst 
emphasising the importance of collaboration with outside HEIs and AHEAD. 

The presentations in Week 4 focused on specific areas where UDL had been 
implemented, beginning with a presentation on orientation in UCD entitled 
Welcoming and Supporting Students in a University for All: Finding Opportunities for 

Inclusion Online. The ‘Welcome to UCD’ online module had a range of scenarios 
built in to challenge students’ assumptions, was based on student feedback, and, 
most significantly, was created in partnership with students and for students. The 
second module focused on the next stage of student transition, and, among other 
elements, supported students to manage their time and develop their learning. An 
interesting element in this process was the key role student ambassadors played 
in the development, with ambassadors receiving training as educational developers 
to use the software. This was a multifaceted approach as opposed to a ‘one size 
fits all’ approach, where UDL was implemented at every stage in the system that 
focused on developing strategies for success. The presentation Academic Reading 

Lists and Course Content in Multiple Alternative Formats: A Universal Design Success 

Story @IADT, focused on how IADT implemented a UDL approach to creating a 
library resource in multiple formats. In A Shared Vision for Inclusion in Higher 

Education: Three Perspectives on Embedding UDL Principles During the Swift Move 

to Online Learning, insights were offered from a teacher education perspective, an 
academic developer’s perspective, and that of a learning technologist across two 
institutions. It became clear that students could become “overwhelmed by a choice 
of assessment methods” and that it is important to “scaffold” this freedom of 
choice whilst measuring and planning for engagement opportunities. 
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 “...the journey to UDL is 
 also a journey of  self– 
 knowledge, of  knowing 
 who one is and where 
 one is from so that one 
 can move forward.” 
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The speakers provided us with a list of tips including: 

 — Make do with what you have – use the existing teaching and learning supports 
in your college 

 — Seek consistency 

 — Evaluate what works 

 — Try the ‘plus one’ approach 

 — Note that UDL is “morally and ethically the right thing to do”

The workshops offered us a variety of experiences, research, and on-the-ground 
practitioner expertise. Participants heard from the Queens University Belfast team 
on how best to build inclusive and accessible communities, in Building Inclusive and 

Accessible Communities: Providing the Right Tools to Inform Educators and Learners 

through an Interactive Accessibility Toolkit. A collaboration between Limerick, Clare, 
Cork, and Donegal ETBs brought us through Supporting Inclusion in Digital Further 

Education and Training (FET) Settings. Vivian Rath from Trinity College Dublin 
spoke about his PhD research on the Social Engagement Experiences of Disabled 

Students in Higher Education. Finally, presenters from NUIG detailed how Hearing 

and Embedding the Student Voice in NUI Galway was central to two inclusive learning 
projects within the university. A key theme across these presentations was that 
the student voice contributes to a sense of belonging and community. To enable all 
students to engage with the community it must be fully accessible to all, and UDL 
can offer a means to achieve that. 

In keeping with the UDL theme of the conference, the Week 4 weekly reflection and 
dialogue combined multiple means of learning by asking attendees to engage with 
a series of student art submitted to the AHEAD Conference 2019, which is provided 
in the Appendix. A common theme across the weekly reflective session was the 
need to embrace difference and be at home with diversity, and with disability as 
part of that diversity. Listening to the student voice and experience was identified 
as central to decisions made by colleges. UDL was considered to have an important 
role in this, but there is a need to increase awareness of it across institutions. 
One interesting question posed asked: “How do we bring these brilliant individual 
pieces of practice together to join the dots?” 
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WEEK 5
‘Let’s Do Lunch’ 
Virtually Connected Teachers and Learners

The week began with some interesting poster sessions that make visible what it is 
to connect. For example, Lindsay Pamlanye (UCD International Partnership) and 
Ann Creery (University of Edinburgh) provided a poster on The NICE programme: 

Your Roadmap to Starting a Virtual Exchange. NICE is a virtual learning programme 
designed to help students develop key competencies for the modern workplace, 
including intercultural competencies, entrepreneurial skills, transversal and 
soft skills, and global citizenship. It is ultimately about collaborative learning 
and creative skills and how this help to connect us across the globe. The work 
undertaken through NICE will provide international virtual mobility opportunities to 
students traditionally excluded from international exchange. It’s a fourteen-week 
modular programme. Students complete seven toolkits about Global Challenges, 
Intercultural Competencies, and Entrepreneurship. Participants complete weekly 
teamwork sessions with staff facilitation. The students apply for a summer 
school after they take the module. The target audience is students looking to gain 
entrepreneurial experience. Such work is sustainable and makes such valuable 
connections for all students. 

This week also provided some very interesting pre-recorded sessions. Lindsay 
Pamlanye – who also gave us the NICE poster – gave a fascinating session entitled 
No Disabled Need Apply, which holds the mirror up to the Irish system and its 
ableist agenda. She is a native New Yorker. Lindsay is 27 and has a chronic brain 
impairment. She made it clear that higher education is so important for disabled 
students and that studying abroad is an essential part of this. Such students are 
navigating different cultures and acting as ambassadors for their countries, and so 
are well placed to share their experiences and to advocate for disability rights and 
to debunk stereotypes. 

Why are disabled students not participating in such international programmes? 
Lindsay pointed out that this has to do with institutionalised ableism, which 
discriminates against people with disabilities and assumes that typical abilities 
are superior. Traditional grade systems, for example, and other such gatekeeping 
mechanisms, serve to keep people out. Trump’s election was a catalyst in bringing 
Lindsay to Ireland, as he was attacking health-care provision and she literally 
feared for her life. But, ironically, Ireland also turned out to be ableist!
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This was an excellent presentation where Lindsay shared her experiences of being 
an international student with a disability in Ireland. She had no health insurance 
and no travel card and was unable to avail of services in ableist Ireland as a non-
EU part–time international student. The challenge, she feels, is to dismantle 
ableism. For example, she must get on and off the bus because it makes her sick. 
But she has to pay every time because she is not entitled to a travel card! Disabling 
/dismantling ableism is a job for everyone; in short, like so many disability issues, 
it’s everyone’s business. 

Another key pre-recorded session that charts a sustainable pathway was Hearing 

the Voice of Disabled Staff, PhD Students and Postdocs with Disabilities at TCD, which 
relates to the work of Vivian Rath, Patricia McCarthy, and Clodagh Brook and 
colleagues at TCD. Since little was known about the experiences of disabled 
students undertaking PhDs, Rath decided to establish a Forum to represent these 
voices, which is led by disabled staff and students. 

Developing communities of disabled staff and students helps to support them in 
building an identity, developing coping strategies, and enabling them to advocate 
for themselves. Two Forum meetings were held, and these identified barriers and 
enablers for this cohort of staff and students. Barriers included social isolation, 
difficulties in accessing supports, and fears about disclosure. The session pointed 
out that creating a climate and structure within HEs to amplify diverse voices is 
critical to the widening participation agenda. The presentation focused on tackling 
isolation for disabled staff and students through monthly virtual tea meetings. 
The Forum has led to the implementation of a structure that includes senior 
management and that includes the disabled voice in the policy and practice of TCD. 
This is an excellent example of how the disabled student voice can be embedded 
in the culture of the institution in a sustainable, inclusive way that empowers 
students and amplifies their voice. Once more, it gives new meaning to the idea of 
reconnections. 

Another pre-recorded presentation, from the Dutch National Network for Student 
Welfare, Putting Wellbeing on the Agenda, with Valerie Van Hees and colleagues, 
shows the direction that reconnecting needs to take. We are not focused only on 
changes to pedagogy and technology in our quest for inclusion. We also need to 
focus on the person, on his/her identity and wellbeing. Van Hees and colleagues’ 
research draws our attention to the fact that education is for everyone and 
without limits – reminding us of CAST’s motto here: “Until learning has no limits”. 
Hence young people with special needs and disabilities should be able to study 
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successfully. In response to the call for such infinite possibilities for learning, the 
Dutch National Network for Student Welfare has added wellbeing to their agenda. 
Wellbeing happens when students are at home in themselves and in their learning. 
When students feel at ease and are confident and motivated, mentally healthy, and 
socially integrated, then we can say that they have well-being. Van Hees assured us 
that every student can feel part of this definition. 

The presentation drew our attention to the severe negative impact of Covid-19 
on students. In the Netherlands, they have already responded by having 500 
representatives of student wellbeing. These consist of task forces, student 
wellbeing officers, and peer- to- peer support systems. There is also a wellbeing 
week, a community radio service, and access to student psychologists. Van Hees 
suggested that we need to involve the students and let them co-design how 
wellbeing is promoted. There was a call for all to invest in personal and peer 
support and to make it easy for staff and students to get such support. Such an 
inspiring approach lays out an ideal model and promising pathway of sustainable 
work that prioritises the needs of all students and puts well-being at the centre of 
engagement and learning. It should be mandatory everywhere. 

Andy Hargreaves’ final keynote of the conference did not disappoint and gave 
our future direction new impetus – acting as a compass point. Indeed, there are 
several parallels between the keynote of the final week and that of Luis Pérez in 
Week 2: both speak about the central importance of identity as necessary to beget 
inclusion; both tell their personal stories and draw on the affective and on ‘teaching 
as emotional work’ to tell the story of making learning accessible to all. In short, 
both draw on what it is to be human and, on the heart, as well as the head, to chart 
for us what UDL looks like in practice. Indeed, there is a strong message that the 
journey to UDL is also a journey of self–knowledge, of knowing who one is and 
where one is from so that one can move forward. 

Andy Hargreaves will be known to many educators for his expertise in devising 
more student-centred and meaningful assessment practices that make learning 
meaningful. This keynote, however, focused on naming new perspectives that 
beget such learning: Identity, Equity, and Inclusion. In short, learning is not 
possible without student engagement; and the latter is not possible without an 
understanding and articulation of one’s own identity, which, in turn, leads to a 
questioning of whether or not all are included in the learning experience and 
whether there is equality and opportunity for all. 



29

If Week 5 is all about virtually connected teachers and learners – the above has to 
be the common ground on which they can meet. There can be no real connection 
unless we are all included, and Hargreaves reminds us that inclusion is deeply 
rooted in identity and ethnicity – who we are is defined by where we come from and 
by the opportunities we have had or were deprived of. Inclusion is a socio-cultural 
and ethnographic construct. It is not about meritocracy and ableism. 

Hargreaves’ keynote went into depth about his book on student engagement, 
entitled Five Paths to Student Engagement: Blazing the Trail to Learning and Success 

(Shirley & Hargreaves, 2021). He focused on wellbeing and on socio-emotional 
learning and on how to build everyone back better. There are overtones here with 
the Dutch presentation on wellbeing and of Lindsay Pamlanye’s presentation, No 

Disabled Students Need Apply. All agree that we need better learning and wellbeing – 
but it is a battle to achieve this at every level of the system. 

Hargreaves’ work on assessment has deepened here. In the past, he focused on 
the culture of assessment in and of itself and produced groundbreaking work in 
opening us up to alternative and authentic assessment – to assessment as, of, 
and for learning. With the advancements of neuroscience, such constructs of 
assessments are now deepened and linked to our knowledge of the brain, the 
mind-brain, and the person. In UDL-speak, we need multiple means of action and 
expression to make the most of engagement and learning. But such approaches 
are predicated on the realities experienced by each person. The brain isn’t some 
neutral neurological construct – it speaks through the person in a socio-cultural 
setting with all the human complexities that give him/her expression in a specific 
place and time and in a social and personal context. It is the person and ownership 
of learning that Hargreaves is ultimately highlighting. There is much detail and 
guidance in this comprehensive and compelling keynote. His focus on the idea 
of engagement as that of a promise is inspiring. We are indeed on a promise for 
student engagement! He also drew on the importance that one person can have 
in transforming a life, acknowledging how his favourite teacher made a profound 
difference to his life because she believed in him. 
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Hargreaves reminds us that removing barriers is not about removing struggle. Just 
before we can do something, there is a moment when we can’t! He focuses on the 
five paths to student engagement which provide an apt concluding note to the final 
keynote of the conference. We need to: 

 — Provide more credibility and magic and to remove standardisation that gets in 
the way. 

 — Give learning more meaning and purpose. 

 — Focus on attachment and belonging. 

 — Focus on voice and involvement. Do students know what they are learning and 
why? 

 — Be reflective of oneself as teacher and use it to connect to others and 
empathise with the child. Equity is not just about gaps in equality but is also 
about inclusion. 

Such guidelines set the agenda for student engagement. In short, Hargreaves 
urges us to put spirit at the centre for undergraduate students and notes that 
this is good for all students. His final thought-provoking question asks: how do 
we introduce magic and creativity and a sense of purpose in education? Such 
playful and imaginative connotations augur well for the fulfilment of that promise 
at the heart of student engagement. And he makes us look anew at how we might 
integrate UDL at an emotional, as well as an instrumental, level. 
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Discussion 
The 2021 AHEAD Conference Reconnection: Placing Inclusion at the Heart of Online 
Learning has a few overarching themes which will steer this discussion section. We 
have integrated these under three headings which capture the emergent issues of 
the conference, and which identify its gaps and future directions. A discussion of 
each now follows: 
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1. Community and Engagement 

At the beginning of the conference, participants were asked what they wanted to 
get out of it. Participants hoped to increase their knowledge around disability and 
UDL and to make real change. There was also an obvious yearning to ‘connect’, and 
this was expressed through words like community, network, and connections. The 
conference ‘Reconnection’ is predicated on the word ‘connection’ and suggests that 
there is a disconnection that we are now seeking to reverse. It also implies that it is 
worth reconnecting and that there is a way forward. The word ‘reconnection’ also 
assumes the communal, the relational, and the affective. We do not ‘reconnect’ 
by being alone. It is a communal word. Neither can we ‘reconnect’ if there is no 
relationship with others. And we can’t connect if there is no bond or affective link 
between us. Such thinking permeates so many of the keynotes and presentations 
of this conference. In providing such a focus on reconnection, the conference 
underscores new levels of community. We need now to be more focused on the 
community of students, on students as partners in the learning, rather than as 
passive learners who consume rather than create knowledge. 

A new direction of this conference was the opening up of the discussion to consider 
disabled student belonging, community, identity, and a recognition that student 
voice and social engagement are central to this. To form a sense of belonging 
one must have a connection to something, like a group, one must have a feeling 
of fit and identity and of trust. There must be a sense of shared connectedness, a 
feeling of belonging to something. But the physical and social environment must 
be accessible too, and students must feel they have the right to choose and the 
opportunity to interact with the community. In Week 4, Rath refers to the need to 
develop a “climate of belonging” within institutions and suggested that this must 
extend to clubs, societies, students’ unions, and college decision-making. Rath 
goes on to identify the key elements in creating a sense of belonging. This was 
particularly evident in Keynote 5, where Hargreaves sees identity as inextricably 
linked to learning; I can’t find my own voice if I don’t know who I am or where I 
belong. Without an understanding and appreciation of identity, our focus on UDL 
may be too instrumental. I may be joining the dots when I follow the three UDL 
principles, but do I see the big picture and is my student empowered to learn and to 
speak on his or own terms? There must be room for connection and reconnection – 
these are words of the heart as well as the head. 
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Student engagement and social engagement were shown to be connected to 
community and its elements of identity and belonging by presenters from Leicester 
University, Maynooth University, and Trinity College Dublin. Vivian Rath, who 
represented the latter, identified that disabled student social engagement was 
critical to the formation of connections that result in a sense of belonging. Across 
the conference there were examples of student voice having a transformative effect 
across HEI. The presentations challenged us to consider the wider engagement of 
disabled students. Voice was identified by presenters including Cameron, a student 
from NUI Galway, in their presentation Inclusive Learning at NUI Galway: Hearing and 

Embedding the Student Voice, as central to inclusive learning. 

There were also examples of disabled students reporting that their voice wasn’t 
being heard, including Maya, who spoke of “college being far less responsive to 
her requests than her school”. Lindsay Pamlanye described moving to an ableist 
environment where her needs were not being met. Hearing these lived experiences 
of disabled students was eye-opening and through these the conference supported 
us to identify the gaps that exist. 

We began to ask the following questions: how can students engage if they are not 
given the opportunity to identify with and voice who they are? How can students 
engage if they don’t feel part of a community and have no voice therein? How can 
we expect students who feel like their voice is not being heard to develop a sense of 
belonging within institutions? Disabled students cannot focus on the affective and 
psychological domains when they have to expend time and energy on overcoming 
systemic structural and physical barriers to basic engagement (Rath, 2020). It must 
be recognised that institutions themselves bear responsibility for the environments 
they foster. We must be prepared to listen and, most importantly, act. But that 
action must be in a sustainable way and embed the changes into the fabric of the 
institution. 
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Hence, we begin to see across the keynotes and in the presentations that the UDL 
principle of engagement is co-dependent on understanding people as well as 
pedagogy and technology. From this conference, we have witnessed the benefit of 
the wider engagement of students with the formation of connections that result in 
a sense of belonging (Rath, 2020; Shirley & Hargreaves, 2021). One such example 
was the use of online gaming to support students with autism to socially engage 
and build connections in the presentation in Week 4 entitled The Online Social 

Support for Autistic Students workshop. Future directions in AHEAD need to ensure 
that UDL is situated within this broader canvas where student needs, voice, and 
student learning inform our ownership and application of the principles. 

In this Reconnection conference, we also come to new understandings of the idea 
of community in relation to professional development and communities of practice 
and of learning. It was evident from the final conference weekly reflective session 
that a real sense of a community of practice had developed among participants over 
the five weeks. There was a sense of enthusiasm and energy and a realisation that 
we are all on a journey of discovery together. There was a move from the individual, 
on their own in a college, to a sense that they now had partners, in HE and FE, 
at different stages, and AHEAD to support them along the way. A community 
of practice has three main characteristics. The domain of interest, which acts 
as providing a form identity for the group. As noted by Hargreaves, learning is 
rooted in identity, until you know who you are, you don’t know where you are going! 
The community: members work together as a community through discussion, 
sharing information, and learning from each other, and through this they build 
relationships. The final domain is practice: communities of practice don’t just 
share an interest. They share practice in their role as practitioners, which becomes 
a shared practice and learning. The small learnings we make and share with each 
other, as part of a community of practice, contribute to the common goal of the 
wider implementation of UD, UDL, and student and staff success. In these times 
of loneliness and disconnection, communities of practice can act to reconnect and 
foster a sense of belonging for practitioners. AHEAD has been to the forefront 
through projects such as the ‘UDL Digital Badge’ and connecting FE and HE. Future 
work should focus on the further development of these communities of practice, 
not only within institutions but across the country, developing communities and 
connections that reach across the globe. 
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2. Online Learning Resources

The second overarching theme refers to resources and the range of them that 
practitioners and learners can now harness and avail of to inform themselves. 
Some key examples of fertile resources are to be had at AHEAD’s AT Hive, which 
provides numerous resources that inform a holistic education that blends 
pedagogy and technology for the benefit of all. 

A number of other key resource were highlighted during Week 3, including the 
Web Accessibility Guidelines and the National Disability Authority resources, for 
example. These may be prescriptive on the surface, but they ensure that all can 
have access and ensure learning is inclusive to all. 

A diversity of resources has also emerged through the national roll-out of the 
Digital Badges across the FE and HE sectors. The NCBI Bookshare digital library 
is another example. Such online offerings have informed a better online learning 
experience for staff and students. Another key aspect of providing and reading 
resources is the idea of digital literacy. So many teachers are not digital natives. 
Most had never planned nor taught an online course before this pandemic began. 
Doing so at such short notice is daunting and demands courage and risk-taking, 
as well as know-how. As we progress along this pathway, we will notice the move 
from Assistive Technology (AT) to Inclusive Technology (IT). 

Covid-19 has been the driving force globally that has fast–tracked online learning. 
We were forced to adapt our teaching, learning, and engagement practices to 
support our students at short notice, namely, the Covid pivot. Practices such 
as online teaching, which disabled students had requested for a long time, now 
became the norm. The use of technology provided disabled learners with choices 
and catered for a range of learning styles. It allowed students to control their 
own learning and moved away from the old talk and chalk, positioning students 
as partners in the learning. There are few benefits from such a pandemic, but 
transforming learning is one of them. Another, and even more vital one, is the 
realisation that all students do not react or learn in the same way, and that the 
moral and the legal law compel us to reach out to all students. 
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Higher and Further Education will soon return to face-to-face teaching. Students 
have clearly shown that they look forward to this return, but they also want the 
continuation of online, blended learning. They want to be able to access their 
lectures online. Again, those of us in FE and HE will be forced to adapt our teaching, 
learning, support, and engagement practices to support this. We must move 
from seeing online learning as a short-term measure to seeing it as part of the 
established norm. We must prepare to adapt our assessment methods to cater for 
this new learning on a long-term basis. We need to move to more equitable grading 
practices through online learning that reflects this changing environment. 

As educators, we must consider the possibility that some of our students will be in 
front of us in-class and others will be sitting at home watching on their computer. 
We must ask ourselves: how do we ensure equality of attention and that disabled 
students feel part of the community? This conference has shown examples of how 
we can support engagement opportunities that create both online and on-campus 
communities that create a sense of identity, and that allow students to have their 
voice heard and, most importantly, to feel like they belong. 

To continue to do this effectively, we will need to use online platforms. This may 
prove to be particularly challenging for those who do not have the resources to 
engage, although technology and online learning have offered many opportunities. 
It is important to recognise that although something is online, that doesn’t 
mean that it is fully accessible. So, we must do all of this with UDL and the 
Web Accessibility Guidelines in mind. AHEAD provides valuable experience and 
expertise in advancing online learning interfaces and approaches through its 
resources, including AT-HIVE. UDL provides the pedagogical infrastructure to 
harness student engagement and learning. Online learning is challenging and 
needs pedagogical and technological transformation if it is to be interactive and 
engaging.
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3. Cultural Change 

The third and final overarching theme is culture. As the conference came to a 
close, participants were asked in the weekly reflective session to identify the 
future issues for the implementation of UDL, and to suggest what would help them 
to overcome these issues. Participants referred to time, the fear of not knowing 
where to start, and the need to have a ‘change-leader’ within the institution. They 
focused on raising awareness, on communications, and on moving the emphasis 
from the individual to the team. They highlighted demystifying UDL, empowerment, 
and changing mindsets to bring justice and change for staff and students. 

They also referred to the need to bring about a “culture shift” within institutions 
to ensure that institutions placed a value on this change. They stressed that this 
change cannot take place in the classroom alone, but must also be embedded in 
every aspect of the institution, and that everyone must be made aware of the value 
to the entire college community of doing this. 

From this feedback, the main message is: we have taken UDL as far as we can 
go at an individual level. Our individual knowledge and understanding of UDL is 
now quite sophisticated and integrated into our own practice. The challenge now 
is to make this happen at the institutional and national level so that inclusion 
is sustainable and part of the everyday. Politics must couple pedagogy and 
technology; students need to be engaged and empowered. 

AHEAD conferences over the years have testified to that groundswell and the 
power of the bottom-up approach and have mapped out the territory of embedding 
UDL in higher education for the benefit of all. In the early days, we began by trying 
to understand the concepts of UDL and how these informed and transformed 
practice. The next phase invited us to present our own take on UDL at conferences 
and showcase individual case studies of good practice. In turn, we moved on to 
embracing UDL at a departmental level. Now, as concepts of equality, diversity, 
and inclusion take hold on the national stage, spurred on by the HEA and the new 
Department for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 
(DFHERIS), it is timely to talk of changing the culture and making room for all 
learners. However, this is easier said than done and demands much commitment at 
managerial and top-down levels. 
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We can only go so far without top-down engagement. We must take a 
transformative top-down-bottom-up approach through which we see ourselves as 
allies for change. But unless the strategic plans of our institutions are imbued with 
the spirit of UDL, unless teaching awards at local and national level recognise the 
importance of UDL, unless centres of teaching and learning embrace and role-
model UDL and support staff to critique curricula to make them more diverse and 
inclusive, then we can’t reach our full potential. Unless UDL is embedded in the 
strategic plans of higher education institutes, then we cannot hope to bring about 
long term and sustainable change at curriculum and policy levels. This conference 
puts us firmly on that pathway providing several examples of sustainable, 
institutional change, such as that explored by IT Sligo, UCC, and UCD.

Changing the culture in FE and HE is a mammoth task that began with small steps, 
taken over many AHEAD conferences, to get us to this point. Now is the time. Such 
change and sustainability is well supported by the HEA through the National Forum 
for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning and the new Department of Further 
and Higher Education. Both testify to how far we have come. Even a decade ago 
such concepts were still very new and underfunded and little research was being 
conducted into this field. AHEAD conferences over the years have made us aware, 
informed us, and taught us to embed UDL and advance teaching and learning 
nationally and internationally. This conference has shown many examples of good 
practice in this. Following this conference, we can now state with confidence that 
UDL is indeed transformational. 

Across the final reflective feedback session, there was a recognition that in order 
to bring about change we must be “brave” and be prepared to hear the “voice” and 
many different “viewpoints” and experiences. Although this change may at first 
seem ‘messy’, we must trust in our ability to “get beyond the messiness of making 
sense, of figuring it out together” and we must focus on “the breaking and building 
of ideas to find a common view, direction and goal”. In short, we must empower 
future leaders, both staff and students, to become catalysts for transformational 
change in HE and FE. 
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Conclusion
If we take the ‘drone’ view of this conference, and look down from above, UDL takes 
a certain shape in the landscape. It undulates its way along a myriad of pathways, 
refusing just to choose one and end in a cul de sac. The presentations and keynotes 
throughout this conference speak to the power of UDL as a shape-changer that 
adapts to meet the learner. There is no one way of doing UDL, but there is a call 
to action, which we have heard loud and clear across five weeks of sharing UDL 
theory and practice, a call to ‘active inclusion’, and to the many ways that this 
unfolds among a myriad communities and professional networks to enhance 
learning for all.

The clarion call of this conference, Reconnection: Placing Inclusion at the Heart 
of Online Learning and Support, places the person, the learner, at the centre, 
captured so well in the words ‘reconnection’ and ‘heart’. Luis Pérez showed us 
that teaching is indeed ‘emotional work’, the tag line of this conference, originally 
articulated by David Rose in the way in which he related to his own story and 
journey. Andy Hargreaves did likewise and showed what it is to be human, as 
well as to be an educationalist and an inspiring speaker. Both speak to the fact 
that learning is rooted in identity – that until we know who we are, we don’t know 
where we are going. Both see UDL in terms of identity and relationship. In the end 
of all, it is about reconnection, reconnecting with ourselves and who we are. One 
of the key messages of this conference is that UDL will thrive best where we can 
tell our own story and be comfortable in our own skin, knowing that we are in a 
learning environment that respects us and will let us speak in our own voice by 
whatever means we choose. What we have learned in this pandemic is that we have 
to reach all learners, and that the online and digital worlds are full of possibility 
and opportunity. But our digital and pedagogical literacy depend on an important 
foundation stone: that personal literacy is invested in the workings of the heart 
and voice, as well as the head; that our unique identity is at home with itself when 
we are in our element and reconnected with ourselves through our own story. To 
feel free to tell that story and to have a sense of well-being, we need a learning 
environment that is steeped in UDL as an integral part of its being and culture – 
so deeply embedded that it becomes the norm, seamless and invisible, but ever 
present. This is the future vision for UDL in online and blended settings. If Covid-19 
has advanced us along that pathway, it will have done some good. 
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