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Abstract 
Expert systems ensure that all parents, regardless of varia-
bility, are able to contribute meaningfully to the education 
of their children. With the adoption of the Every Student 
Succeeds Act (ESSA) in December 2015, and its endorse-
ment of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) as best prac-
tice for all schools in our nation, it’s never been so im-
portant to engage parents in district implementation of 
UDL to foster collaboration and community and ensure the 
best outcomes for all students, regardless of variability. 

Keywords
Universal design for learning, Implementation, Parent en-
gagement 

INTRODUCTION 
Universal design for learning (UDL) is a framework to im-
prove and optimize teaching and learning for all students. 
Although student-learning outcomes are often attributed to 
teachers, there are four variables that create opportunities 
for students to learn: the effort of the learner, the social 
surround of family, the opportunity to learn, and good 
teaching (Fenstermacher & Richardson, 2005). Although 
teaching only accounts for one of the four variables, a good 
teacher has the potential to influence student effort and the 
opportunity to learn. Student effort is considered, in part, a 
teacher’s responsibility because a teacher has an opportuni-
ty to set up a classroom environment that motivates stu-
dents (Bondy & Ross, 2008). Teachers can also influence a 
student’s opportunity to learn by providing options for en-
gagement, representation, action and expression. 
Although effective teaching has the potential to influence 
three of the four learning variables, teachers may face bar-
riers as they attempt to influence the social surround of 
family if they do not form meaningful partnerships with 
parents. In order to ensure the best outcomes for all stu-
dents, schools and districts need to involve parents in teach-
ing and learning using the principles of UDL. 
Researchers have said for decades that schools need to 
partner with families to help to close the achievement gap 
and improve the outcomes for all students. As a result, 
many schools focus on involving parents in school activi-
ties, but simply showing up at these activities will not im-
prove the outcomes of our kids. There have been countless 
research studies that have found that volunteering in kids’ 
schools and attending school events have very little effect 
on how much our kids learn (Ripley, 2013). Schools have 
to create experiences that support all parents so they can 
help teachers to eliminate the barriers that may prevent all 

students from achieving success. This requires that parents 
learn how they can work with teachers to help all students 
become self-directed, creative problem solvers who are 
resourceful, strategic and will never give up on success. 
This also requires schools to commit to long-term strategies 
to ensure that all parents become partners in the education 
of their children. 
Research suggests that schools can significantly improve 
the outcomes of all students when the entire school works 
together to create mechanisms to involve parents in the 
learning environment in meaningful ways. This, however, 
requires collective efficacy, or the belief that together with 
parents, teachers can overcome any barriers that prevent 
students from learning. Schools with strong collective effi-
cacy have better parent-teacher relationships because 
teachers are more willing to involve families in trying to 
support students (Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy, 2000). 
Engaging families in the education of their kids is not only 
best practice, but required on many state educator evalua-
tion tools. The Danielson Framework (Danielson & Axtell, 
2009), which impacts nearly all educator evaluation sys-
tems in our country, focuses on communicating with fami-
lies in Domain 4, Professional Responsibilities. Distin-
guished practice requires educators to engage families in 
the instructional program frequently and successfully. 
One of the three principles of Universal Design for Learn-
ing (UDL) is to provide multiple means of engagement to 
involve all learners in relevant and authentic experiences 
that foster collaboration, perseverance, and creative prob-
lem solving. 

UDL PRINCIPLES 
To build parent engagement, the three principles of Univer-
sal Design for Learning (UDL) that apply to the design and 
delivery of instruction to students must be utilized. 

Provide multiple means of engagement 
Provide multiple means of representation 
Provide multiple means of action and expression 

These three principles ensure that all three networks of the 
brain responsible for learning are activated. If schools can-
not help parents understand why their involvement is im-
portant, what involvement is the most effective, and how 
they can be involved in meaningful ways, they have failed 
in their responsibility to involve all families in the educa-
tion of their children. 
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Provide multiple means of engagement
Engagement is equal parts attention and commitment. Not 
only do schools have to get parents attention, but they have 
to provide them with support so they can stay committed to 
supporting UDL implementation and the academic, social, 
and emotional growth of their kids. 
There are countless barriers that may prevent parents from 
creating authentic partnerships with schools. In working 
with teachers, the following barriers are often cited: 

Lack of time because of conflicting work schedules 
Lack of transportation 
Lack of communication devices (no phone, internet 
access) 
Lack of interest in partnering with schools because of 
prior school experience 
Incarceration or addiction 
Language barriers 

Despite these barriers, schools need to engage families in 
the education of their children. Just as with students, educa-
tors have to use the UDL Guidelines to eliminate the barri-
ers that may be present. Parents differ significantly in what 
attracts their attention and engages their interest. Thus, it is 
essential to understand those interests and utilize them in 
your work. 
When designing and delivering experiences that involve 
parents in the educational community, it is important that 
all communication, activities, and involvement opportuni-
ties are meaningful, authentic, and relevant. Also, if barri-
ers prevent parents from participating, these barriers must 
be eliminated. Educators must consider alternatives to tra-
ditional expectations that will allow parents to cope. For 
example, many schools host open house or Back to School 
nights where parents need to drive to school on a week 
night in order to participate and learn about the school’s 
vision, teachers and the curriculum. Designing such an 
event through the UDL lens would encourage schools to 
provide options for transportation, free childcare, and alter-
ative times before school or visit recordings for parents 
who can’t attend. This would allow parents to cope with the 
very real struggles they face. In short, schools must identify 
the reasons why parents may not be able to participate fully 
and create options to eliminate those issues so parents can 
commit to a partnership with schools. 

Provide multiple means of representation
To engage parents, schools and teachers have to connect 
with them to share information and get their attention. 
Whether it’s an invitation to an event, progress about stu-
dents, or information about UDL implementation, growth 
mindset, or best practices at home, it is necessary to pro-
vide information to parents through different modalities 
(hearing about it, reading about it, and so on) and in lan-
guage they can understand. Consideration also must be 
made to the accessibility of the communication. Often, 
schools will communicate with parents through email, or a 

web site, or sending home information in backpacks, but 
there are other options as well. For example, schools can 
share academic information or announcements during half 
time at a football game, on public access television, at a 
local prison or addiction center, and/or at a local library or 
YMCA on nights or weekends. There can never be too 
many outreach options. 

Provide multiple means of action and expression
Finally, parents must have options to participate in ways 
that are meaningful to them, as well as meaningful for their 
kids. Often, parents are expected to be involved at specific 
times using specific methods. Parent/teacher conferences, 
back to school nights, and parenting information sessions 
are examples of attempts to involve families. Because of 
the barriers mentioned previously, however, many families 
cannot attend. 
In a previous district, staff hosted a Title III Parent Infor-
mation session for the families of our English language 
learners. The prior year there was poor attendance so we 
planned the event with options to help support all families. 
We offered childcare for young children, homework help 
for older students, dinner, translators, and rolling start and 
end times throughout the evening. Creating these options 
allowed nearly all families to attend. 
Families who could not attend had the option to set up in-
dividual meetings or have phone calls with ELL teachers 
using an interpreter if necessary. At our meeting, we en-
couraged families to bring in appetizers from their culture 
for a pot luck, and as parents entered, we gave everyone a 
thumb tack so they could identify where they are from on a 
map. By celebrating diversity and honoring the barriers we 
all face, we were able to create an environment where par-
ents, who spoke all different languages, could come togeth-
er to learn about the most effective ways to support their 
children. 

CONCLUSION 
When teachers implement the UDL Guidelines as they in-
volve parents in their classrooms, they are creating an envi-
ronment that values students, their families, and all the var-
iability that is present in their learning environment. Also, 
when teachers partner with parents, they have the ability to 
optimize teaching and learning through all four variables 
that impact student growth and success. The UDL Guide-
lines, therefore, transcend the design and delivery of in-
struction to impact the design and delivery of parent and 
community engagement. 
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