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As many of the articles in this special issue reveal, universal 
design principles, empowered by modern technology, can 

improve access to instruction for students with learning disabil-
ities. But if the assessments that purport to measure student 
learning are not also universally designed, those assessments 
can impose barriers or obstacles for students with learning  
disabilities, obstacles that interfere with their ability to demon-
strate what they have learned. 

Fortunately, there is a field within the broader universal 
design movement—called universal design for assessment 
(UDA)—that applies the principles of universal design specifi-
cally to assessments, helping to ensure that they are accurate 
and equitable for all students. In this article, we describe the 
principles of UDA and demonstrate examples of how test items 
can be designed so that they are more fair and accurate for 
students with disabilities of all kinds, especially those with 
learning disabilities. 

Universal Design in a Context of Education Reform
In the context of many recent changes in federal education 

legislation, greater emphasis has been placed on accountability 
in large-scale assessments. In past decades, some students, 
including those with learning disabilities, were exempt from 
large-scale assessments. However, with the implementation of 
the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (No Child Left Behind 
[NCLB], 2003) and more recent educational reforms, these 
students now must be equitably included in assessments so that 
they can demonstrate what they know and can do alongside 
their general education peers. Given the high-stakes nature of 
large-scale assessments grounded in Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS) (National Governors Association Center for 
Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010) 
(see www.corestandards.org), assessments that often have sig-
nificant consequences for students, teachers, and schools, 
educators must ensure that tests are an accurate measure of the 
knowledge and skills of all students. 

For students with learning disabilities, and many other spe-
cial populations, ensuring that tests are fair and accurate 
requires some special attention to their design or implementa-
tion. As an example, consider a student with dyslexia who is 
taking a test item intended to measure his or her knowledge  
of science or history. In the standardized paper-and-pencil  
format, the student with dyslexia faces an obstacle that is  
not equally shared by other students: decoding the text. While 
it is true that all students are required to decode the text, for 
most students that requirement is a trivial matter and, for them, 
the demands of decoding add little or no difficulty to the item. 
For the student with dyslexia, however, decoding the text may 
well be the most difficult requirement of the item—more chal-
lenging than the science or history knowledge. In that case,  
the requirement for fluent decoding obscures the accurate  

measurement of science or history knowledge. The problem for 
assessment is that—for the student with dyslexia—the item is 
not really accurately measuring science or history knowledge 
because the demands for decoding interfere. 

In the discussion that follows, we often use two terms which 
testing industry experts (and their critics) use to explain the 
problem just described. In any test item, there is at least one 
“construct” being measured—such as science knowledge 
about the solar system. To measure that construct accurately, 
the ideal scenario is that the test item would measure only that 
construct, and nothing else. Inevitably, however, test items 
require other kinds of knowledge and skills just to complete the 
item—knowledge about words, reading, syntax, language, 
cause and effect, etc. For the most part, these latter aspects of 
the item are “construct-irrelevant,” they are not what the item 
is designed to measure. As long as they do not impose signifi-
cant barriers or difficulty, construct-irrelevant parts of the item 
have little effect on the item’s accuracy. But if they do impose 
significant barriers for some students (e.g., the item is written in 
an unfamiliar language or requires extraordinary concentra-
tion) then the item no longer measures the construct itself 
accurately, but rather is contaminated by the construct- 
irrelevant demands of the item itself. 

For students with learning disabilities . . . 
ensuring that tests are fair and accurate 
requires some special attention to their 

design or implementation. 

There are many construct-irrelevant impediments to accu-
rate measurement for students with learning disabilities (and 
many other disabilities) in traditional standardized assessments. 
Students who struggle with early reading tend to read less and 
thus develop smaller vocabularies than other students in later 
grades, a construct-irrelevant obstacle for comprehension in 
many testing items. Others may struggle with calculation or 
writing. Some students with learning disabilities may have 
developed motivational or attentional difficulties from their 
schooling (e.g., they may have learned to be highly anxious 
during literacy tasks or tests, or have developed “learned help-
lessness” behaviors from repeated failure during testing); others 
may have difficulties with the executive function demands of 
testing (e.g., the most difficult aspect of the testing may be the 
requirement for sustained effort and attention on a single task, 
or the requirement for working memory). When these impedi-
ments are not relevant to what the item is supposedly testing, 
they are sources of distortion that differentially affect some 
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students more than others, thus resulting in assessments that are 
neither inclusive nor accurate. 

As the education world is “racing to the top” and embracing 
the principles of the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 
framework in classroom instruction (see the Fall 2013 issue of 
Perspectives on Language and Literacy), the necessity of having 
accurate and reliable assessments—for all students—is of criti-
cal importance. The key imperative behind universal design of 
assessment (UDA) is that assessments should be designed from 
the beginning to reflect the diverse needs of the learner popu-
lation who will take the assessment. These broad principles 
align philosophically with UDL principles, which are designed 
to increase access to academic content. When assessments are 
built to be as inclusive and accessible as possible, the need for 
external testing accommodations—a retrofit of sorts—can be 
reduced (although not completely eliminated). Most important-
ly, by practicing the principles of UDA, tests are rendered more 
accurate and fair, especially for students with a wide variety of 
disabilities and cultural differences. 

In the world of paper-and-pencil tests, Johnstone, Thurlow, 
Moore, and Altman (2006) provided a context for UDA by  
posing the following questions of test item features:

1. Does the test item measure what it is intended to mea-
sure? Items should reflect the content standards and not 
inadvertently measure some other skill (e.g., a history 
item that, by requiring fluent reading, is inadvertently 
measuring reading ability). 

2. Does the test item respect the diversity of the student 
population? Test items should be free from bias and not 
advantage or disadvantage one group of students (e.g., a 
math item that depends upon understanding ice skating 
and its vocabulary would privilege students living in the 
north over those in the south).

3. Does the test item have clear visuals when they are nec-
essary? Visuals should only be used when necessary; 
they should include clearly defined features, sufficient 
contrast between colors, and labels. 

4. Does the test item have clear and readable text? The 
language of test items should be simple and concise. 
Vocabulary should be simple and idioms should be 
avoided, except when these are tested. 

5. Does the test item allow changes in format without alter-
ing the meaning or difficulty of the item? Well-designed 
test items can be translated into braille and other lan-
guages, including American Sign Language (ASL). Test 
items should be accessible by assistive technology.

Johnstone and colleagues (2006) recommended that by 
addressing these five components of UDA, item developers 
could write test questions that would reduce inappropriate 
barriers and obstacles and would produce assessments that are 

more accurate and fair for a wide range of students. These prin-
ciples of universal design of assessment have been enacted by 
state departments of education as they have developed new 
assessments. A recent NCEO survey found that 75% of states 
now consider Universal Design during test development and 
construction (Rieke, Lazarus, Thurlow, & Dominguez, 2012).

However, important changes are modifying the landscape 
of assessment. With the Race to the Top Assessment initiative 
(through which states have been eligible for grants based on 
their adoption of assessments that prepare students to succeed 
in higher education and in their future careers), two large con-
sortia of states—the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium 
(Smarter Balanced) (see http://www.smarterbalanced.org/
smarter-balanced-assessments/) and Partnership for Assessment 
of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) (see http://www.
parcconline.org/)—are developing national assessments that 
use technology-based platforms rather than paper-and-pencil 
to design and deliver assessments. PARCC, for example, is cre-
ating common math and English language arts tests for grades 
3–11 that will be computer based and tied to college and 
career readiness competencies. Field tests on these assessments 
are currently underway in several States and the tests will be 
available for use in the 2014–2015 school year (PARCC, 2014). 
This development represents an important opportunity for 
applying UDA because many of the accessibility components 
of UDA can be built into the delivery platform of the assess-
ment. How then, does UDA continue to fit in? What role does 
it play as we race to the top? 

The Relevance of UDA in Technology-Based Assessments 
Without proper design, tests on computers can be just as 

inaccessible and inaccurate as tests on paper. But modern  
technology can be an important enabler of UDA because  
many accessibility features and accommodations can be much 
more easily implemented with technology than print. UDA 
ensures that proper accessibility features and accommodations 
are built in from the beginning so that the tests accurately mea-
sure what they are intended to measure—for all students. In 
that regard, the analogy with universal design in architecture is 
apt: it is much easier (and better) to design universally accessi-
ble buildings from the beginning rather than trying to retrofit  
or accommodate to them later, after they have been built with-
out proper universal design. 

Technology, Assessment, and UDA
As many states have begun working in consortia to develop 

new assessments based on CCSS, there has been enthusiasm 
for what technology platforms can do in terms of increasing 
accessibility for all students. Accessible Portable Item Profile 
(APIP) standards mean that test items can be designed so that 
accessibility features, such as reading aloud, a pop-up calcula-
tor, or glossary, can be embedded in the test items. As the 
National Center on Educational Outcomes (2011) has noted, 
such features represent tremendous progress and create new 
possibilities for accessibility and accuracy of assessments.
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But proper design of assessments requires more than a num-
ber of embedded accessibility features or accommodations. 
What is critical is that these features are designed and deployed 
correctly, that they improve the overall assessment design and 
optimize its value for educators, parents, and students. The 
objective is not to make tests easier, or even to make them 
more accessible, but to make them more accurate and infor- 
mative. To return to the earlier example, a read-aloud feature 
can now be easily embedded in any modern testing platform. 
But its proper use depends both on the student and on the test 
item. If the item is designed to measure knowledge of some 
aspect of science—the construct being measured—then failure 
to allow a read-aloud option would ensure that the item is 
inaccurate for students with dyslexia (because it would largely 
be measuring their difficulties in reading, not their knowledge 
of science). On the other hand, if the item is designed to mea-
sure decoding ability, then it would be inaccurate to provide 
read-aloud support. Much of the “heat” in the design of mod-
ern UDA assessments is in understanding when (and for whom) 
the new kinds of accessibility features are critical to accurate 
measurement and when (and for whom) the same features 
would undermine that item’s usefulness. 

The key to UDA is a careful focus on what the item is 
intended to measure (the construct) and what kinds of other 
things it might be inadvertently measuring (e.g., potentially 
non-construct relevant things such as visual ability, decoding 
ability, or special vocabulary that injects cultural or linguistic 
bias). Only by careful design (UDA), from the beginning, can 
we be sure we are measuring the right thing, and especially for 
the right students who may be “atypical” in some way (such as 
students with dyslexia).

To ensure that new tests are designed from the beginning 
with accessibility in mind and to minimize the need for retro-
fitting, Thompson, Johnstone, and Thurlow (2002) developed 
seven elements of universally designed assessments based on 
research from various fields. These elements were primarily 
developed in the context of paper-and-pencil tests but they 
have even more important implications for the computer-based 
assessments currently administered or developed by states and 
consortia. These seven elements are described below:

1. Inclusive Assessment Populations. Universally designed 
assessments should be maximally accessible to ALL  
students, including students with disabilities, English 
language learners (ELLs), ELLs with disabilities, and  
others. When employing UDA principles, it is important 
to remember that if one category of students benefits 
from an accessibility feature, it is likely that other cate-
gories of students or individual students will benefit from 
the same feature as well. For instance, providing images 
can help with accessing test content for students with 
print disabilities but it can also be beneficial for such 
students as ELLs and visual learners. 

2. Precisely Defined Constructs. This UDA element focuses 
on a uniform definition of what the test item is designed 
to measure. This approach does not mean altering the 
construct or lowering assessment standards. Rather, 
clearly identified constructs ensure that all students have 

the same understanding of what the test item is asking 
them to do. 

3. Maximally Accessible, Non-Biased Items. Since large-
scale assessments are designed with all students in  
mind, they should be comprehensible and free of bias. 
Ethnocentric examples representing one cultural group 
may not be understandable to those who are not  
familiar with this particular cultural group. Employing as 
much universal language as possible is the goal of this 
element.

4. Simple, Clear, and Intuitive Instructions and Procedures. 
Comprehensive test instructions and procedures are one 
of the first steps to accessing and responding to assess-
ment content. The richness of the English language often 
invites the use of synonymous words and expressions. 
For example, there are at least twelve ways of expressing 
mathematical addition in English. When selecting terms 
for instructions and procedures, it is important to avoid 
infrequently used expressions and contextual idioms and 
maintain maximum simplicity and clarity of instructions 
to prevent test takers from getting confused.

5. Amenable to Accommodations. Universal design does 
not replace accommodations. Universally designed gen-
eral assessments may reduce the need for accommoda-
tions and alternate assessments; still, universal design 
cannot completely eliminate the need for them. Special 
considerations should also be given to the compatibility 
of computer-based assessments with assistive technology. 
Recent technological advances are making it possible for 
students with various learning needs to use assistive 
devices that enable those students to access instructional 
and assessment materials. Ensuring that next generation 
assessments allow students to use the same devices  
with which they access content in instruction should be 
kept in mind when developing universally designed 
assessments.

6. Maximum Readability and Comprehensibility. Current 
technological applications make it possible to measure 
the level of readability and text complexity. It is import-
ant to develop test items at appropriate grade levels  
and to avoid language structures that may pose  
construct-irrelevant difficulties for some students and 
thus interfere with accurate assessment. (See article by 
Deshler and Greer, this issue).

7. Maximum Legibility. Assessments that use technology- 
based platforms allow multiple ways of manipulating the 
presentation of the test, including contrast adjustment, 
highlighting, magnification, etc. It is critical that these 
features are not only built into the test but that students 
get opportunities to practice using these features in 
instruction or during practice tests so that they are com-
fortable with their application during the high-stakes test 
administration.

Continued on page 26
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In addition to these seven universal design elements, 
Johnstone, Thurlow, Moore, and Altman (2006) identified addi-
tional considerations for universally designed, computer-based 
tests. Specifically, these considerations include the following:

1. Layout and Design. Computer-based assessments that 
are universally designed include sufficient contrast 
between background and text, have adjustable font size 
and color schemes, present stimulus and response 
options on the same view screen when possible, convey 
important information independent of color, use a con-
sistent page layout, and follow Section 508 guidelines, 
which provide directions for ensuring accessibility of 
digital and media products (see the Karger and Lazar 
article in this issue for more details on Section 508 
guidelines). 

2. Navigation. Assessments should be easy to navigate. 
Navigation should be clear and intuitive; it should be 
possible when using a mouse, keyboard, or touch 
screen. Students should have adequate training on the 
navigation system prior to taking the assessment. Finally, 
computer-based assessments should be amenable to 
breaks.

3. Screen Reader Considerations. Assessments on a tech-
nology platform should be amenable to screen readers. 
The items should be intelligible when read by a screen 
reader. Links should make sense when read out of a 
visual context (for example, “go to the next question” 
rather than “click here”). Non-text elements, such as 
pictures, should have a text equivalent or description. 
Tables should be used to convey only data and should 
be compatible with screen readers.

4. Test-Specific Options. Access to other functions on the 
computer, such as email or the Internet, is restricted. 
Pop-up translations or glossaries are available when 
appropriate. When constructed response items have a 
word limit, the platform should provide feedback on 
how many words the student has written. Students 
should be able to record responses and read them back, 
as an alternative to a human scribe. Students are allowed 
to create persistent marks, such as marking items for 
review or eliminating multiple answer choices, to the 
extent that these are allowed on paper-based tests.

Computer Capabilities. Assessments on computers should 
have adjustable volume, speech recognition, compatibility 
with screen reader software, and be amenable to assistive tech-
nology. Masking items or text (allowing students to temporarily 
“hide” some of the information on the page in order to focus 
their attention) should be built into the delivery platform. 

Many of these considerations have been addressed through 
the new APIP standards. New assessment items are being  
written to include features such as adjustable contrast, embed-
ded glossaries, and amenability to breaks. However, a quick 
look at released items from assessment consortia indicates that 
new test items have addressed some, but not all, principles  
of UDA. 

The relationship between testing accommodations and the 
curriculum. One concern that some educators raise is whether 
the availability of accommodations—such as read aloud—
during testing decreases the sense of obligation to master early 
reading skills at all. The opposite concern is also raised— 
that by not providing those accommodations during testing, 
teachers will be obligated to remove them from the regular 
curriculum as well (so that students will be prepared to take 
tests without any accommodations). Both concerns are equally 
important. Nothing about UDA suggests that teachers should 
decrease their attention to early reading skills. Those early 
reading skills must be taught and assessed rigorously. What 
UDA does recommend is close attention to construct 
relevance—measuring reading skills carefully and rigorously 
(without accommodations) when they are the relevant 
constructs, but not measuring them inadvertently when they 
are construct-irrelevant (e.g., when the construct being 
measured is math computational skills). 

Specific Test Items through the Universal Design Lens
The following four sample test items are from large-scale 

assessment consortia. These items represent innovations in 
assessment design—the items include drag-and-drop features, 
multiple test questions embedded in one general item, and 
embedded answer options (e.g., clicking on words in the  
reading passage). We present each item below along with sug-
gestions for how the items could be improved by attending to 
UDA elements. Although we have focused our suggestions on 
students with learning disabilities, it should be noted that many 
other students would also benefit from these changes. 

In our analysis of the following test items from a UDA  
perspective, we take a general approach. That is, both PARCC 
and Smarter Balanced have established accommodation poli-
cies, which include differing views on the read-aloud accom-
modation. For PARCC, having test items presented through 
text-to-speech, sometimes referred to as “read-aloud,” is 
allowed for students with disabilities. For Smarter Balanced 
assessments, this accommodation is allowed for students with 
disabilities in grades 6–8 and 11 (as well as blind students who 
do not have adequate braille skills in grades 3–8 and 11).  
The difference in policies reflects strong differences in the field 
regarding the definition of reading, especially assessment of 
reading. Professional and philosophical disagreements persist, 
with thought leaders either believing that reading is a process 
of visually interacting with print or that reading is a process of 
comprehension that is not modality dependent (see Cline, 
Johnstone, & King, 2006, Johnstone & Thurlow, 2012). To date, 
these differences have not been resolved. 

Universal Design Considerations for Assessments  continued from page 25
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EXAMPLE 1. Grade 9 English Language Arts

Advantages of Understanding Plant DNA Sources of Evidence Possible Supporting Evidence

A. The study of plant DNA has led to 
better understanding of human DNA.

1. “Easy to use DNA test kits for certain crops 
should be on the market within the next few years.”

B. The study of plant DNA has led to 
advancements in computer programs that 
help with the analysis of genes.

2. “Specialized computer-based analysis programs 
identify the fingerprint, or specific genes, carried 
in the seed of individual crop varieties.”

C. The study of plant DNA has enabled 
scientists to isolate the genes responsible 
for more useful plants.

3. “The technique of DNA fingerprinting has been 
developed using the science of genetics.”

D. Scientists can now determine if a crop 
has desired characteristics much earlier 
in the growth cycle.

4. “An organism’s DNA contains the blueprint of its 
characteristics—in the case of plants, that would 
include features like yield, drought resistance, and 
starch content.”

E. Plant DNA now enables scientists to 
recreate species of plants that have 
become extinct.

5. “At one time, the researcher would have to 
grow the crop to see if the trait is present. But 
now, the DNA of the seed batch can be tested to 
determine if the seeds contain the sought-after 
gene.”

F. Plant DNA has generated public 
interest in science and has resulted in 
new products being sold.

6. “Because DNA fingerprints are taken from the 
same DNA that carries the entire genetic blueprint 
for the plant, pieces of DNA that are close together 
tend to be passed on together from one generation 
to the next.”

This item could be revised to be more accessible for all students, including those with learning disabilities, by addressing 
the following Elements of UDA:

Precisely Defined Constructs. A feature of CCSS is the application of skills in English language arts to other content areas. 
This item is an example of the application of reading comprehension skills to science content. But the item also requires multiple 
other constructs: from prior understanding of plant DNA, to specialized vocabulary, to skill in using drag-and-drop. These latter 
requirements are not, of course, strictly relevant to the construct being measured and thus interfere with accurate measure of 
reading comprehension per se, especially for students with dyslexia. 

Maximally Accessible, Non-Biased Items. When it comes to maximal accessibility for all students, this item may pose  
challenges for students who have not had opportunities to learn about DNA in their science classes, including students with 
dyslexia who have not had appropriately accessible textbooks (e.g., textbooks that provide decoding or vocabulary support) and 
thus have not had an equitable opportunity to learn. Furthermore, for students with learning disabilities, the relevant challenge 
of the actual topic may be overshadowed by the expectations related to decoding and reading comprehension.

Simple, Clear, and Intuitive Instructions and Procedures. Some students may be familiar with the drag-and-drop instructions. 
However, for students with print disabilities, it may be beneficial to give students an example of how to approach answering the 
questions. Some students may not realize that each item in the first text box needs a source of evidence.

Amenable to Accommodations. For students with print disabilities, having the text read aloud may be critical to understand-
ing the content and would reduce the inaccuracy of the item or test. 

Navigation. This item layout would require students to scroll, and potentially to drag and drop while scrolling. This could 
prove challenging for some students with print disabilities, along with students who have physical or motor challenges.

The test item below is part of a cluster related to the reading passage “Fields of Fingerprints: Testing DNA for Crops.” About 
this item, it is noted, “The skills of reading carefully, examining key ideas, and applying an understanding of a text are essential 
for college and career readiness. This Technology-Enhanced Constructed Response item asks students to analyze the various 
advantages of understanding plant DNA as put forth by the text and then provide textual evidence showing how those ideas 
are developed. The item can be found online at http://www.parcconline.org/sites/parcc/files/Grade9SampleItemSet.pdf.

Question: The article shows that understanding plant DNA offers many advantages to plant growers and scientists. To complete 
the chart below, first select the two statements from the left column that are advantages of understanding plant DNA. Then, drag 
and drop one quotation from the list of possible supporting evidence into the “Supporting Evidence” column to provide textual 
support for each advantage you selected. You will not use all of the statements from the box titled “Possible Supporting Evidence.”

Continued on page 28
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EXAMPLE 2. English Language Arts Item

The following question is from an assessment consortium’s released items. For this item, students read a passage entitled 
“Grandma Ruth.” The passage can be found online at http://sampleitems.smarterbalanced.org/itempreview/sbac/ELA.htm, and 
it requires the student to scroll down on the screen to read the full passage. After reading the passage, the student is given the 
following instructions:

Read the sentences from the passage. Then answer the question.
 

My grandma pulled the ball out, unwrapped it, and held it out for us to see. The ball was scarred almost beyond 
recognition. It had dog bite marks, dirt scuffs, and fraying seams. Right in the middle was a big signature in 
black ink that I had somehow overlooked. It was smudged now and faded, but it still clearly said ‘Babe Ruth.’ 
I began to shake inside.

Click on two phrases from the paragraph that help you understand the meaning of scarred.

It should be noted that in the technology-enhanced item, the student can hover over any word in the above paragraph, and 
it will be shaded in grey. 

This test item is technologically-innovative in that rather than answering a multiple choice question with potential answer 
choices or being a constructed response item, the student is asked to click on the phrases in the text that provide the correct 
answer. Nonetheless, the item could be improved with additional attention to the universal design features described below. 

Inclusive Assessment Populations. This item type—a departure from traditional multiple choice or short answer questions—
may be unfamiliar to some students, including students with learning disabilities. Therefore, practice items are necessary to 
equalize opportunity for all students to effectively engage in demonstrating their knowledge unimpeded by any difficulties in 
handling the special format of the item. Students with learning disabilities are often especially vulnerable to such unexpected 
difficulties because of their history of stigmatizing difficulty with testing generally. It is also important to ensure that the item 
works with screen readers and be aware that the item may pose challenges for students who have learned to use special adaptive 
techniques (such as masking).

Maximally Accessible, Non-Biased Items. The construct-irrelevant item content may be unfamiliar to some students, 
including some ELLs. The item could be made more accessible by including visuals to enhance the understanding of the reading 
passage when that is not the construct being assessed. Additional information, such as a textbox that provides information on 
the significance of a Babe Ruth autograph, may minimize bias and also provide more support for students with learning 
disabilities. 

Simple, Clear, and Intuitive Instructions and Procedures. Some students may have difficulty understanding the directions 
for this question since the item does not indicate an answer area on the page. For students with learning disabilities, this lack 
of intuitive instructions may prove challenging. Students may need some clarification of the item or a visual depiction of what 
to do. 

Maximum Legibility. For students with learning disabilities, it is important that this item can function as expected when 
students are using accommodations. For students who use color contrast on the computer screen, it is important that the shaded 
words remain legible and that the shading is visible with the color contrast.

Navigation. This item should be amenable to various delivery platforms. The term “click” above implies the use of a mouse; 
however, a stylus or finger to touch the answer should be another available option. 

Test-Specific Options. Many students, including those with learning disabilities, would benefit from having some words 
available in a pop-up glossary (to maximize accessibility, the glossary would have an audio option, as well). Care must be taken 
to ensure that the words defined thusly are not “construct relevant”—i.e., that knowledge of their meaning is not what the item 
is intended to measure. Even for construct-irrelevant words, definitions should be written so as not to provide clues to the 
answer but to help reduce barriers to understanding the item. 

Universal Design Considerations for Assessments  continued from page 27
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EXAMPLE 3. Math Item 

This item could be improved in alignment with the following elements of UDA:
Inclusive Assessment Populations. This item may be challenging for students with visual impairments and print disabilities, 

particularly if they need to use a magnifier. Allowing students to adjust the size of the visual display makes the item equitable. 
Another option could be to have a braille version of this item, as all items should be amenable to braille.

Amenable to Accommodations. To maximize accessibility for some students, including those with learning disabilities,  
this item may have to be accessed using two computer screens situated side-by-side, a setup that is not traditionally offered in 
conventional assessment settings. This setup is an emergent accommodation in the digital testing age.

Simple, Clear, and Intuitive Instructions and Procedures. The item instructions appear to be complex because they are 
asking five different questions in one. The five-question matrix also has an additional yes-no level. These features may be difficult 
for students who have learning disabilities because it may not be obvious that all five questions should be answered. Providing 
a sample to illustrate the directions would be one helpful improvement.

Navigation. This item may be difficult to navigate if a student decides to use masking techniques while accessing the content 
of the item. Masking techniques may be very helpful for students with learning disabilities because they allow the students to 
focus on one part of the test item at a time. 

Test-Specific Options. This math item could be enhanced with pop-up translations or definitions that would not only  
benefit students with learning disabilities, but also ELLs.

Continued on page 30

A.

B.

C.

D.

E.

Look at point P on the number line.

Look at number lines A – E. Is the 
point on each number line equal to 
the numbers shown by P? Choose Yes 
or No.

 Yes  No

 Yes  No

 Yes  No

 Yes  No

 Yes  No



What the Future Holds for UDA
As educational assessment continues to advance within 

technology-enabled delivery platforms, the opportunity for 
innovative testing items is endless. Educators should be cogni-
zant of a balanced approach to designing assessments to 
ensure that excessive technological applications do not make 
those items more complex than UDA requires. Some addition-
al UDA considerations related to technology include but are 
not limited to the following:

1. Animations in test items should have textual descrip-
tions and be used when they add meaning to the item, 
not simply because they are novel.

2. Test items should be compatible with multiple delivery 
systems (including laptops, tablets, phones, and other 
devices).

3. Built-in features should be tested to ensure they are not 
in conflict with each other or with other technologies 
(e.g., magnification affecting the function of the mouse, 
magnification limiting the use of a text reader, etc.).

4. The potential of UDA items for boosting students’ 
engagement and motivation should be a focal point of 
current research and practice to address possible limita-
tions of large-scale assessments.

In many ways, current assessments are more universally 
designed than ever. Built-in accessibility features will likely 
minimize the need for additional accommodations (such as 
having a human reader provide read-alouds, which can be 
stigmatizing and often awkward in practice). Further, students 
who are proficient with the use of computers will be able to 
customize settings in ways that were never possible in paper-
and-pencil-based tests.

The most important reason for implementing UDA practices 
in the future is to ensure the close alignment of instruction and 
assessment that is essential in effective inclusive education for 
students with learning disabilities. Although UDL (see other 
articles in this issue and the 2013 fall issue of Perspectives on 
Language and Literacy) is not discussed explicitly in this article, 
our assumption is that UDL principles will be employed in the 
classroom to maximize the opportunity to learn for all students. 
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EXAMPLE 4. Grade 3 Math Item 

This item could be improved for students with learning disabilities in alignment with the following elements of UDA:
Precisely Defined Constructs. The item appears to incorporate multiple constructs because the first part is expressed in 

fractions but the number line only has ticks for whole numbers. It would be helpful for item designers to specifically identify 
the construct (and standard) to be assessed in the item.

Simple, Clear, and Intuitive Procedures. The drag-and-drop feature of the item may be challenging for some students with 
learning disabilities as well as other students with motor disabilities or ELLs. In addition, having only ticks for whole numbers 
requires the student to infer additional ticks on the number line. Having a sample illustration of the directions would prove 
helpful. In addition, the presentation of the fractions may be biased to those groups of students who are accustomed to seeing 
fractions that use a horizontal dividing line rather than a forward slash. This could be particularly important for students with 
learning disabilities, as a lack of familiarity with this format may add unintentional complexity to this item. 

Maximum Legibility. The differences in font size and style have the potential to interfere with the legibility of the item, 
rendering it unnecessarily challenging for students with learning disabilities.

Navigation. When accessed with a magnifier, this item might require students to scroll and potentially drag and drop while 
scrolling. This could prove challenging for some students.

Test-Specific Options. This math item could be enhanced with pop-up translations or glossaries available to ELL students 
and other students who need additional language supports.

Drag each fraction to the correct location on the number line.

 1/2 3/2 6/2

SAMPLE ITEM



As that becomes more common (due to various federal initia-
tives and mandates), it will be all the more important that 
assessments are equally well-designed. Together, UDL and 
UDA provide a comprehensive approach to learning and its 
assessment for students with a wide range of differences and 
disabilities. 

However, despite this tremendous progress, there is still a 
need to maintain steadfast focus on the end users of assess-
ments—students, including students with learning disabilities. 
Although improved delivery of items through accessibility fea-
tures has leveled the playing field for some students with print 
disabilities, new requirements may introduce the need for skills 
that are not known (or taught) as yet. These are likely to benefit 
students in many ways, but they are also likely to introduce 
new kinds of construct-irrelevant error, new opportunities for 
introducing bias into items, and new complexities that increase 
the difficulty of the item in unintended ways. As we have 
moved from the first generation of UDA to today’s “UDA21” or 
Universal Design for Assessment in the 21st Century, there is a 
need to maintain focus on item-level design that is accessible 
for all types of learners. The content must remain aligned to 
standards and be written in ways that are accessible to students. 
While maintaining the classical focus of UDA, new learning 
will occur related to navigation, scripting of audio items, lim-
itations on accessibility functions, and supplemental accom-
modations. While UDA is not a new concept, organizations 
such as the National Center on Educational Outcomes, the 
Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST), and increasingly 
test development companies are stretching definitions of UDA 
to fit new platforms while maintaining a focus on item-level 
accessibility. Ultimately, that effort will ensure that assessments 
are equitable and accurate for ALL students. 
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Experience Dyslexia® 
A Learning Disabilities Simulation 

What is it like to have dyslexia? 
 

A lively, thought-provoking group activity, 

Experience Dyslexia®  is designed for anyone 

interested in better understanding the lives of 

individuals with a learning disability. 

 

This updated simulation from the Northern 

California Branch of IDA lets participants 

experience the challenges and frustrations  

faced each day by people with dyslexia. 
 

Experience Dyslexia® is available at 

www.dyslexia-ncbida.org 
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