
 

Online Teaching and Learning - Universal Design for Learning 

Universal design seeks to make online learning equitable, flexible, and accessible for all types of 

learners. The following are some of the best practices for universal design. Consider using the 

best practices to reduce the barriers for students with disabilities and to maximize learning for the 

non-disabled. 

 

Settings in various types of media 

a. Add alternative (ALT) text to an image in Microsoft Word and Power Point. This is not 

required for decorative images. Microsoft Office has guidelines on how to use the 

feature in Word and PowerPoint to add ALT text. 

b. Incorporate the following in your Power Point presentations: 

i. Title slides. Ensure that all of your slides have unique titles, so that they are 

readable by a screen-reading program such as JAWS. 

ii. Check the reading order for the content on the slide. A screen reader such as 

JAWS or another program will read the information or announce that information 

to the student if it goes in a particular order. 

iii. Check your presentation using the “Power Point Accessibility Checker.” 

iv. Visit WebAim’s website to learn how to make your document accessible to 

individuals with disabilities. 

v. Additional information is available on Barry Dahl’s website.  

 

Settings on the content pages in Desire2Learn 

a. Page headings. It is important to use properly formatted headings to structure your web 

page. It is not enough to make text big and bold. Heading 1 is like the title of a book and 

there is just one Heading 1 per page. Heading 2s are like chapter titles. Heading 3s are 

sub-sections of those chapters, and so on. Why use headings? Headings chunk your 

content making it easier for everyone to read, but they are also a major way of navigating 

with a screen reader. 

b. Links. Use descriptive text instead of creating links on module pages to enable screen-

reading software to read a description of the linked page. 

c. Tables. Do not merge or split the cells on the table. Designate the column and/or row 

headers on the table and check the reading order, so the table is readable by a screen-

reading program such as JAWS. The reading order should follow a logical order of left 

to right and top to bottom. To learn about how to designate the column headers in a 

table so that screen reader users understand how the information is laid out visit 

Barry Dahl’s website. 

d. Review Barry Dahl’s website on Four Easy Wins to Make your HTML Content Pages 

More Accessible, to learn more about how to set up your course pages. 

 

Video format for multimedia content 

a. Incorporate videos that are already captioned in your course. 

b. Create scripts/transcripts for video content. A general rule-of-thumb if you are going to 

record a video or audio file is to make a script first. When you record with a written script, 

you will be able to speak without the ummhs and ahhs and awkward pauses. An extra 

benefit is that your script can be used as the closed caption file when your video is 

complete. 

https://support.office.com/en-US/article/Add-alternative-text-to-a-shape-picture-chart-table-SmartArt-graphic-or-other-object-44989B2A-903C-4D9A-B742-6A75B451C669
http://webaim.org/techniques/powerpoint/
https://community.brightspace.com/s/article/ka3610000000ex6AAA/Creating-Accessible-Course-Content-in-Microsoft-Word?r=2&Breadcrumbs.getAncestors=1&Headline.getInitData=1&ArticleView.getArticleHeaderDetail=1&Quarterback.validateRoute=1&Component.getComponent=1&RecordGvp.getRecord=1&RichText.getParsedRichTextValue=1&ArticleTopicList.getTopics=1&ForceCommunityFeed.getModel=1
https://community.brightspace.com/s/article/ka3610000000exLAAQ/Three-More-Ways-to-Improve-Accessibility-in-your-Brightspace-Courses?r=2&Breadcrumbs.getAncestors=1&Headline.getInitData=1&ArticleView.getArticleHeaderDetail=1&Quarterback.validateRoute=1&Component.getComponent=1&RecordGvp.getRecord=1&RichText.getParsedRichTextValue=1&ArticleTopicList.getTopics=1&ForceCommunityFeed.getModel=1
https://community.brightspace.com/s/article/ka3610000000exGAAQ/Four-Easy-Wins-to-Make-Your-HTML-Content-Pages-More-Accessible?r=1&Breadcrumbs.getAncestors=1&Headline.getInitData=1&ArticleView.getArticleHeaderDetail=1&Quarterback.validateRoute=1&Component.getComponent=1&RecordGvp.getRecord=1&RichText.getParsedRichTextValue=1&ArticleTopicList.getTopics=1&ForceCommunityFeed.getModel=1
https://community.brightspace.com/s/article/ka3610000000exGAAQ/Four-Easy-Wins-to-Make-Your-HTML-Content-Pages-More-Accessible?r=1&Breadcrumbs.getAncestors=1&Headline.getInitData=1&ArticleView.getArticleHeaderDetail=1&Quarterback.validateRoute=1&Component.getComponent=1&RecordGvp.getRecord=1&RichText.getParsedRichTextValue=1&ArticleTopicList.getTopics=1&ForceCommunityFeed.getModel=1
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c. Edit your YouTube captions. YouTube videos have Automatic Captions applied soon 

after the initial upload. Sometimes the captions are accurate. It is usually (but not always) 

easier to edit the automatic captions rather than starting from scratch.  Check your 

automatic captions and edit as needed.  

 

Visit the following resources to learn more about Universal Design for Learning: 

Barry Dahl with Desire2Learn (D2L) presented on the topic of making courses more 

accessible to students with disabilities in his webinar on Five More Quick Wins for Accessible 

Online Courses on April 4, 2017. Click here to view the free Teaching and Learning webinar. 

 

Review D2L’s website on Effective Practices for Teaching and Learning to learn more 

about best practices in online teaching. 

 

Additional resources on accessibility and Universal Design: 

 

Desire2Learn’s website on Closed Captioning for Universal Design 

National Center on Universal Design for Learning, What is UDL? 

American Foundation for the Blind (2015). Screen Reader 

W3C WAI (2015). Diversity of Web Users.   

WebAIM (2015). Captions, Transcripts, and Audio Descriptions.  

WebAIM (2015). Cognitive Disabilities.  

 

Textbook and print material: 

Norm Coombs' Making Online Teaching Accessible: Inclusive Course Design for 
Students with Disabilities (2010). Jossey-Bass Guides to Online Teaching and Learning. 
ISBN-10: 0470499044 
 
Karen McCall, M.Ed. Accessible Document Design (PDF). Karlen Communications, 
2013. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

 

 

Koslow, 7/20/17 

https://www.slideshare.net/D2LBarry/d2l-webinar-five-more-quick-wins-for-accessible-online-courses
https://community.brightspace.com/s/article/ka1610000000piWAAQ/Effective-Practices-for-Teaching-Learning
https://www.d2l.com/blog/closed-captioning-as-universal-design/
http://www.udlcenter.org/aboutudl/whatisudl
http://www.afb.org/prodBrowseCatResults.aspx?CatID=49
https://www.w3.org/WAI/intro/people-use-web/diversity.html#cognitive
http://webaim.org/techniques/captions/
http://webaim.org/articles/cognitive/
http://www.amazon.com/Making-Online-Teaching-Accessible-Disabilities/dp/0470499044/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1331704101&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/Making-Online-Teaching-Accessible-Disabilities/dp/0470499044/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1331704101&sr=8-1
http://www.karlencommunications.com/adobe/AccessibleDocumentDesignConferenceHandout2015SingleDocument.pdf

