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What are the challenges related to assessing the learning of students with disabilities?  
Most learning assessments worldwide, particularly in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs), 
are designed without considering the needs of learners with disabilities.  As a result, even when 
learning environments are inclusive, inaccessible assessment tools and practices do not 
accurately measure the learning outcomes of learners with disabilities. As a result, the learning 
outcomes of students with disabilities are obtained but may not be accurately measured.  Likewise, 
as the assessments do not accurately measure the learning of a student with a disability, these 
assessments cannot be used by teachers to adapt or individualize instruction as needed. Often, 
education practitioners try to adapt or modify existing assessments but, in the process, modify 
the tools or assessment practice to such an extent, they no longer have comparable data.  

 
What is Universal Design for Assessment? 
Universal Design for Assessment (UDA) is the practice of designing assessments that are 
accessible and equitable for all learners.i A universally designed assessment any barriers that are 
irrelevant to the content being tested.ii This allows diverse learners to accurately demonstrate 
what they know while maintaining the integrity of the test itself.iii  

 
Why is UDA important? 
Assessment is used in all aspects of education, from classroom quizzes to 
large-scale standardized tests. However, many assessments are not 
adequately designed for the diverse populations that will take them. These 
include people with disabilities, language learners, cultural minorities, and 
those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.iv Assessments may contain 
‘access barriers’ that are not relevant to the content being tested.  
 
Examples of access barriers might include the following:  

• Accurately recognizing wordsv  

• Fluency in the language of the assessmentvi 

• Cultural familiarity with certain words or conceptsvii  

• Visual or sensory information such as colorviii  

• Emotional states such as motivation or anxietyix  

• Executive order functioning, or being able to complete a task in a certain orderx  

• Writingxi  

• Performing mathematical calculationsxii  
 
Although assessments are intended to measure proficiency, access barriers can prevent learners 
from vulnerable populations from being able to equally access the content.xiii For instance, a 
learner with a reading-related disability might have difficulty answering a mathematics question 
that contains complex sentences and vocabulary. The learner would not be able to adequately 
demonstrate their knowledge of the concept being tested, leading to inaccurate assumptions of 
their abilities in mathematics.xiv  
 

UDA  
= better tests 

for everyone 



Although accommodations for learners with disabilities can be used during testing, this is not the 
same thing as UDA. Accommodations are external methods to make a test accessible, while UDA 
creates assessments that are inclusive of learners with disabilities from beginning.xv 
 

What are some examples of an assessment made using UDA? 
An assessment made using UDA has the following characteristics:xvi 
 

• Test designers include the needs of diverse learners at the earliest stages of the 
assessment design process and field-tested with an assessment population that includes 
learners with disabilities, linguistic, and cultural minorities 

• The assessment can directly measure learner proficiency in the content without the 
influence of any irrelevant knowledge or skills. 

• All questions in the assessment are checked for biases that might advantage or 
disadvantage certain groups of learners. 

• Reasonable accommodations can be used without significantly changing the nature of the 
assessment. 

• Instructions and text are written using language that is simple, concise, and 
developmentally appropriate.  

• All text and non-text items are legible using font and size that can be viewed by persons 
with low vision. 
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