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After a significant policy change led to the admittance of students with moderate dis-
abilities, St. Agnes School (SAS; pseudonym)—a Catholic PK-8 school in Southern 
California—implemented an 18-month professional development (PD) program to 
improve teachers’ inclusive classroom practices. Grounded in the theoretical frame-
work of Universal Design for Learning (UDL; Center for Applied Special Technol-
ogy, 2015b), the PD program included cyclical, one-on-one instructional coaching 
sessions that were led by trained UDL coaches and consisted of lesson demonstrations 
and personalized feedback. While SAS teachers held state credentials, most had very 
little training to work with students with special needs prior to this PD; the purpose 
of this study was to evaluate the UDL PD program at SAS in terms of its impact 
on teachers’ instructional practices and students’ engagement in the classroom. Data 
from one-on-one interviews and classroom observations were analyzed using evalu-
ation coding (Patton, 2002, 2008; Rallis & Rossman, 2003; Saldana, 2013) and 
findings revealed improvements in classroom instruction and student engagement 
for teachers who embraced the framework. Administrative and programmatic chal-
lenges that emerged over the course of the program and teachers’ hope for a long term 
shift toward professional learning communities among faculty and staff are discussed.
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T
he United States Catholic K-12 education system’s diocesan leaders, 
school principals, and classroom teachers have long tried to navigate the 
balancing act that is the inclusion of students with disabilities (SWD) in 

their schools. On one side of the beam is the moral and ethical imperative (Carl-
son, 2014; Scanlan, 2008, 2009a, 2009b) to accommodate any parents who wish 
for their children to obtain a Catholic education; on the other side, the practical 



139Students with Moderate Disabilities

obligation to consider resource availability, or lack thereof, and school-wide 
capacity to effectively educate SWD. The purpose of this study was to evaluate 
one Catholic elementary school’s effort to improve their professional capacity 
in order to better serve students with moderate disabilities. We begin with 
defining inclusion as a multi-level construct and situating inclusive education 
in Catholic K-12 schools within the broader context of inclusion within all sec-
tors of the U.S. education system.

Inclusion Defined
Generally speaking, the term inclusion represents the practice of inte-

grating SWD into general education schools and classrooms. Farrell (2000) 
offered a broad definition of inclusion as SWD “taking a full and active part 
in school-life” while being “valued” and “integral” members of the school 
community (p. 154). However, there are varying degrees of inclusion that are 
categorized based primarily on the amount of time SWD spend in general 
education classrooms (National Center for Education Statistics, 2013c). For 
example, full inclusion is the practice of educating all SWD—even students 
with severe disabilities such as cognitive impairments or emotional and 
behavioral disorders—in general education classrooms for the entire school 
day (Stainback & Stainback, 1984). In a fully inclusive school, all students, 
“regardless of the severity of their disability” (Menzies & Falvey, 2008, p. 79), 
receive special education services in general education classes.

There is also mainstreaming, which is the term “used to describe the place-
ment of SWD in the regular school program for any part of their day” (Men-
zies & Falvey, 2008, p. 76). To categorize even further, there are two types of 
mainstreaming. The least restrictive of the two types involves removing SWD 
from their primary placement––the general education classroom—and send-
ing them to a resource room where they work either one-on-one or in a small 
group with a special education teacher for a small portion of the day; usu-
ally one to two hours per day (Menzies & Falvey, 2008). The more restrictive 
form of mainstreaming involves placing SWD “in a self-contained special 
education classroom” for the majority of the school day, only allowing them 
to partake in “activities or other events, such as art, music, or physical educa-
tion, in the general education setting” (Menzies & Falvey, 2008, p. 76). For 
purposes of accuracy and clarity in the discussions to follow, when necessary, 
the terms full inclusion, restrictive mainstreaming, and least restrictive main-
streaming, as they are defined above, are used to appropriately categorize and 
describe the varying degrees of inclusion.      
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The State of Inclusion
Schools and classrooms continue to be more and more diverse given the 

various backgrounds and learning needs of their students. For example, one 
year after the signing and initial implementation of the Education for All 
Handicapped Children Act (1975)—later titled the Individuals with Disabili-
ties Education Improvement Act (IDEIA; 2004)—during the 1976-77 school 
year, 3.7 million students in the U.S. were afforded some degree of special 
education services via the new law (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2013a). Over the next 35 years, that number dramatically increased to 6.4 mil-
lion as of the 2011-12 school year (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2013a). Of these 6.4 million students, 94.8%, which equates to approximately 
6 million students, were educated in public schools with general education 
students (GES); and, almost two-thirds (61%) of those 6 million students 
spent over 80% of their school day in general education classrooms (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2013c). The remaining five percent of the 6.4 
million students served under IDEIA were split between schools specifically 
for SWD (4%, or approximately 240,000 students) and private schools with 
GES (1%, or approximately 60,000 students; National Center for Educa-
tion Statistics, 2013c). These data show that separate schools for SWD have 
become a rarity and a large portion of the SWD in the U.S. are educated 
alongside their peers without disabilities in general education classrooms, 
which highlights the progress inclusion has made over the last half century.

Inclusion in Catholic Schools
To a certain extent, Catholic schools have joined the nationwide transi-

tion toward inclusive education (DeFiore, 2006; Durow, 2007; Scanlan, 2008, 
2009b), despite the misguided Catholic school stigma of elitism and exclu-
sivity. As mentioned above, approximately 60,000 students with diagnosed 
and documented disabilities attend private schools and the Catholic school 
system is the largest faction of the private sector in the US, with a total en-
rollment of just over 1.9 million K-12 students (McDonald & Schultz, 2015). 
It is likely that a large portion of those 60,000 students are currently enrolled 
in Catholic K-12 schools; and, this estimate does not include the numerous 
students with undiagnosed and undocumented disabilities who are educated 
in Catholic schools. Another much less conservative estimate placed the per-
centage of students in Catholic schools with disabilities at 7% (United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2002), which equates to 133,000 students 
if based on the total count of 1.9 million. Durow (2007) found a similar 8% 
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estimate in a survey study of 19 dioceses across the Midwest but also stated 
“that Catholic schools are likely serving more students with special needs 
than is the common perception” (p. 486). Durow (2007) also reported that 
most SWD within the 19 dioceses had mild to moderate disabilities: only two 
of the 19 dioceses admittedly served students with severe disabilities. 

In addition to raw enrollment numbers, past research shows that Catho-
lic schools are at least trying to move beyond simply admitting SWD by 
focusing their attention on improving their inclusive service delivery. From 
a broad perspective, in the same survey study of 19 Midwest dioceses men-
tioned above, the overwhelming majority of superintendents reported having 
implemented purposive, system-wide approaches to inclusion such as gen-
eral education teachers making instructional adjustments, employing special 
education teachers, learning consultants, and paraprofessionals, and tapping 
available public funds and resources (Durow, 2007). On a slightly smaller 
scale but with a more focused lens, Scanlan (2009b) investigated the schools 
in the Archdioceses of St. Louis and Milwaukee, specifically looking at their 
system-wide practice of using learning consultants—a model that incor-
porates “consultation between special and general education faculty aimed 
at improving pre-referral intervention strategies in the general education 
classroom” (p. 626). Within these two large Catholic school systems, effective 
inclusive service delivery using the learning consultant model depended on 
the level of guidance and leadership from the central offices and the strength 
of the relationships that formed among stakeholders (i.e., principals, teach-
ers, and members of the community) within and across schools (Scanlan, 
2009b). Further delving into the nuances of inclusion in Catholic schools, in 
a multiple case study of three Catholic elementary schools—one of which 
served students with Down syndrome, cerebral palsy, and autism—Scanlan 
(2008) found collective efforts to improve stakeholders’ discourse and at-
titudes toward inclusivity, facilitate school-family collaboration, and focus 
the school-wide mission and vision on welcoming and serving students with 
mild, moderate, and even severe disabilities. The schools’ capacity to effec-
tively include SWD, although limited, was linked to strong leadership and 
the availability of relevant resources (Scanlan, 2008). Needless to say, when it 
comes to educating SWD, Catholic schools in the US, at the very least, are 
attempting to meet ideological expectations (Carlson, 2014; Scanlan, 2009a, 
2009c) in order to play their part.
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Embracing and Preparing for Diversity    
One of the main catalysts for the progress toward full inclusion in all edu-

cation sectors is empirical evidence documenting academic and social ben-
efits of educating students with mild, moderate, and, under certain circum-
stances, severe disabilities alongside their peers without disabilities in general 
education settings (Brock, Biggs, Carter, Cattey, & Raley, 2016; Carter et al., 
2016; Dessemontet, Bless, & Morin, 2012; Gasser, Malti, & Buholzer, 2013; 
Johnson, D. W., & Johnson, R. T., 1981, 1982, 1984a, 1984b; Lew, Mesch, John-
son, & Johnson, 1986; Maras & Brown, 1996, 2000; Ronning & Nabuzoka, 
1993; Wong 2008). In addition, though there are schools that have had suc-
cess with specialized instruction for SWD in isolated environments (Kauff-
man, Bantz, & McCullough, 2002)—particularly for students with emotional 
and behavioral disorders (Landrum, Tankersley, & Kauffman, 2003)—some 
parents of SWD have expressed concern regarding their children’s special 
education classes and programs, claiming that, at times, they seem to lack 
academic rigor and may not provide the necessary environment for proper 
social development (Osgood, 2005, 2008), leaving students and their families 
feeling ostracized (Menzies & Falvey, 2008). As a result, some parents pull 
their children from their special education programs and look for schools 
with more inclusive policies and practices, hence the growing number of 
Catholic, private secular, and charter schools that serve SWD in inclusive 
environments of varying degrees (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2013a, 2013b, 2013c). Specifically within Catholic education, many parents 
of SWD have advocated for inclusion because they want their children to 
have the same access to a Catholic education as families with children with-
out disabilities (Dudek, 2000); and, scholars (Carlson, 2014; Scanlan, 2008, 
2009a, 2009b) have posited a moral and ethical obligation that is grounded in 
Catholic Social Teaching and the work of St. Thomas Aquinas.   

This increasing diversity calls for both school and classroom leaders to 
acquire new knowledge and skills to address the needs of all students because, 
for too long, educator preparation has been dichotomized into two very 
distinct and separate tracks (Allday, Neilsen-Gatti, & Hudson, 2013; Johnson, 
Pugach, & Devlin, 1990; Kearney & Durand, 1992)—general education and 
special education—which has led to general education teachers’ lack of self-
efficacy when placed in inclusive classrooms (Durow, 2007; Scruggs & Mas-
tropieri 1996; Smith & Smith 2000). In addition, Artiles (2015) cited the need 
for school and classroom leaders to be responsive to human variability by cre-
ating an inclusive educational system rather than focusing on “fixing” learners 
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from various subgroups. In particular, he identified the work of Theoharis and 
Scanlan (2015) who emphasized individuals’ intersectional identities as being 
critical for the work of educational leaders. As an example, two years ago, the 
faculty and staff at St. Agnes School (SAS; pseudonym), a Catholic PK-8 
school in Southern California, made the decision to embrace these principles 
and learn to harness the value of student diversity by changing their policy 
of denying admission to students with moderate disabilities and commit-
ting to philosophically and practically reinventing themselves. The purpose 
of this study was to evaluate the school-wide professional development (PD) 
program the faculty and staff at SAS used as their guide to their professional 
transformation.

Professional Development
Educational leaders are faced with the responsibility of supporting all of 

their students. Educating SWD alongside their classmates without disabili-
ties, rather than in settings outside of general education classrooms, has been 
found to promote and lead to students’ engagement during class, higher aca-
demic achievement, and the development of positive intergroup relationships 
between students with and without disabilities (Dessemontet & Bless, 2013; 
Johnson R. T. & Johnson D. W., 1981; Kalyva & Agaliotis, 2009; Maggin, 
Wehby, Partin, Robertson, & Oliver, 2011). However, despite some progress, 
educational outcomes for SWD continue to suffer, often more so than any 
other sub-group. For example, the state of California, where the current study 
occurred, has the lowest achievement outcomes for students with special 
needs than any other state (Blume, 2014). In 2012, only 27% of third grad-
ers with disabilities scored proficient or advanced on the California Modi-
fied Assessment; 60% of SWD graduated high school (compared to 78% of 
students without Individualized Education Programs); the dropout rate for 
SWD was close to 15% (it was 11% for all students); and, approximately 32.8% 
of SWD were enrolled in higher education programs—the goal was 50% 
(California Task Force on Special Education, 2015). These statistics indicate 
a clear need for improving educational outcomes for students with special 
needs in the state of California. 

One possible mechanism to improve educational outcomes for students 
with special needs is to train general education teachers to work with diverse 
populations of students. It is well documented that teaching preparedness 
is linked to student achievement (Borko, 2004; Cheng, 1996; Guskey, 1994; 
Visser, Coenders, Terlouw, & Pieters, 2010). Far too often, however, despite 
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recent efforts to blend general and special education teacher preparation in 
hopes of better preparing pre-service teachers to enter inclusive classrooms 
(Harvey, Yssel, Bauserman, & Merbler, 2010), general education teachers still 
find themselves underprepared to effectively meet the needs of all learners 
(Durow, 2007). And rightfully so. According to Allday, Neilsen-Gatti, and 
Hudson (2013), most educator preparation programs at colleges and universi-
ties around the country “are not offering extensive coursework on working in 
inclusive environments” (p. 308).

To respond to this need, PD programs aimed at improving in-service 
teacher preparedness have become common and have been found to affect 
teachers positively (Birman, Desimone, Porter, & Garet, 2000; Boydak & 
Dikici, 2001; Hirsh, 2001). These PD activities, however, must be effective to 
generate positive changes in teachers’ practices. Some research has solicited 
feedback from teachers to identify the qualities of effective PD. For example, 
teachers have suggested that effective PD activities consist of an appropri-
ate alignment to their needs and the school context, teacher involvement in 
the design and planning of the PD, active participation, long-term engage-
ment, and highly qualified instructors (Bayar, 2014). Dunst, Bruder, and 
Hamby (2015), Dunst and Hamby (2015), and Dunst, Trivette, and Hamby 
(2010) found that teacher PD was most effective when districts and schools 
hired instructional coaches, the PD was job-imbedded, teachers were actively 
engaged and able to reflect on their learning with their coaches, and the PD 
exceeded 20 hours of support.  

PD for in-service teachers, however, is only a limited solution in promot-
ing the needs of diverse learners. As the California Task Force on Special 
Education (2015) suggested, a vision for improvement includes “all teachers 
and administrators, both general and special education, know[ing] how to 
work together in a seamless and coordinated instructional system” (pp. 7-8). 
In this way, both teachers and administrators must work together to offer a 
coordinated instructional system within the school. Similarly, DuFour and 
Marzano (2011) highlighted that effective PD involves the school leader who 
must work to create a culture of a professional learning community through-
out the school. The Task Force (2015) mirrored this call for an integrated 
system where general education and special education work together so that 
“students with disabilities receive effective services, learn in classrooms that 
are guided by rigorous standards alongside their general education peers 
when appropriate, and are equipped to make their own way as adults” (p. 
7). As such, the current PD sought to improve in-service general educa-
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tion teachers’ practices related to educating students with mild to moderate 
disabilities in a general education classroom setting by encouraging rigorous 
standards. Finally, the report (2015) stated that “universal design for learning 
establishes both the philosophical and practical foundation for this unified 
approach that serves all students” (p. 21). To respond to this vision, the PD of-
fered in the current study applied the Universal Design for Learning (UDL; 
Center for Applied Special Technology, 2015b) framework (described below) 
as both a school-wide philosophy and a practical foundation for training in-
service general education teachers. 

Context
This evaluation study occurred at SAS, a Catholic PK-8 school located in 

a middle- to high-income area of Southern California. The school site had 
one class per grade level and served approximately 250 students, the over-
whelming majority of whom were White and raised in middle-class and af-
fluent families. The population of faculty and staff consisted of 11 grade-level 
teachers (10 female), 16 administrators and support staff (15 female)—includ-
ing the principal and assistant principal—and nine classroom aides (all fe-
male). Teachers relied on the aides and support staff to work with individual 
students when necessary. 

Responding to the needs of the community, SAS changed its admissions 
policy to allow for students with moderate disabilities (i.e., Down Syndrome) 
into their Catholic elementary school. SAS teachers, having recognized the 
increased learner variability within the school and the necessity to alter and 
improve their practices as a result of this policy change, received support 
from the principal and decided to invite experts from a local university to 
their campus to design and lead a school-wide, 18-month PD program that 
focused on increasing access to the curriculum for students with moderate 
disabilities. 

Program Design  
To create an effective PD program for the specific context at SAS, univer-

sity personnel grounded the content of the program in the principles of UDL 
and borrowed from the literature on effective PD to structure the delivery of 
the program. Regarding the content of the program, the architectural concept 
of Universal Design encourages builders to think about ways in which physi-
cal spaces are accessible to all people (e.g., not using knob door handles); 
UDL applies this concept of universal accessibility by design to curriculum 
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and instruction (Center for Applied Special Technology, 2015b). According to 
Rose and Meyer (2002), initially, “legislators and architects were working very 
hard to ensure that education buildings were universally accessible, but no 
such movement pursued universal accessibility for the methods and materials 
used to teach inside the buildings” (p. 72). In the way that Universal Design 
removes barriers to physical access, UDL helps to remove barriers from 
learning by utilizing three principles: (a) multiple means of representation 
of content; (b) multiple ways for students to represent their knowledge; and, 
(c) multiple ways of engaging students. UDL has been linked to cognitive 
functions and the principles align with three brain networks. The recognition 
network represents the “what” of learning; the strategic network denotes the 
“how” of learning; and, the affective network indicates the “why” of learning. 
For example, to activate the recognition network, curriculum must be pre-
sented in multiple ways. To activate the strategic network, UDL would advo-
cate for students to be able to express what they know in differentiated ways. 
Finally, to activate the affective network, students must be stimulated and 
motivated to learn through engaging curriculum. In each of these areas, bar-
riers can exist for students (Center for Applied Special Technology, 2015b). If, 
for example, a student is not interested and engaged in the learning process 
(the affective network) then an obstacle to accessing the curriculum exists 
rather than a deficit in the child. The principles of UDL apply to all learners, 
not just students with special needs. Based on the principles of UDL, the PD 
program modeled examples of what, how, and why general education teach-
ers might change their teaching practices to work with all students in their 
classrooms.

The main purpose of the PD program at SAS was to provide quality 
professional learning for the general education teachers by engaging their 
participation and assisting in their immediate task of providing access to 
the curriculum for the students with moderate disabilities, GES, and gifted 
students who enter their classrooms every day. In order to achieve this goal, 
university UDL experts used a hybrid PD delivery model. This hybrid model 
contained a combination of the External Expert Model (EEM) and the 
Job-Embedded Professional Development ( JEPD; Strieker, Logan, & Kuhel, 
2012) model. The EEM relies on content experts from off campus to deliver 
PD at a school site or throughout a district. In the case of the PD program 
at SAS, the content experts from off campus were the UDL instructional 
coaches provided by a local university. In slight contrast, JEPD focuses more 
on educators’ ongoing learning and program implementation and evaluation 
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while on the job (Strieker et al., 2012). For example, during the PD at SAS, 
the UDL instructional coaches and teachers participated in collaborative 
activities such as lesson observations and demonstrations, debriefing sessions, 
and workshops. This way, teachers were able to benefit from the coaches’ 
extensive knowledge of and experience with UDL as well as the feedback and 
learning that typically accompanies on-the-job PD.

In preparation for the PD program, the school administration and two 
teams of university personnel—(a) UDL experts who led the PD activities 
and (b) a separate team of researchers—conducted a needs assessment based 
on teachers’ feedback to the principal regarding the challenges they were 
experiencing in the classroom. Once the university teams and the princi-
pal were in agreement as to the structure and timeline of the PD program 
and the evaluation, the UDL experts presented the concepts of UDL over 
the course of four weekly faculty meetings. These two-hour-long meetings 
contained training modules on learner variability, collecting assessment data, 
sensory techniques, and UDL principles and guidelines.

Shortly thereafter, the entire school community was invited to a town 
hall-style meeting where the administration and university teams presented 
information on UDL, the PD program, and the evaluation while addressing 
teachers’ and parents’ questions and/or concerns. Over the course of the next 
18 months, the PD unfolded in three phases, which together were considered 
the coaching portion of the program. During the first coaching phase, the 
third- and fifth-grade teachers received the coaching; the kindergarten, first-, 
and second-grade teachers participated in the next phase; and, the remaining 
teachers—grades six and seven and the middle school math and technology 
teacher—participated in the last phase of coaching. Sequencing and selection 
of the participating teachers were planned and implemented purposefully—
in consultation with school administration and based on the grade level of 
expected students with special needs enrolled in the school. 

Activities during the three phases of the PD included ongoing and per-
sonal coaching in an on-the-job format. First, each teacher had their own 
personal certified UDL coach who conducted pre-observations of the teacher 
giving a typical lesson in the classroom. Next, the coaches demonstrated a 
UDL lesson with the students in the teacher’s classroom while the teacher 
observed. Lastly, teachers were instructed to create and implement a UDL 
lesson in their classroom while being observed by their coaches. After each 
phase, the teachers debriefed and analyzed lessons with their coaches and 
ongoing communication between the teachers and coaches was encouraged. 
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Over the course of the program, the principal played a vital role in bringing 
the coaches and teachers together, facilitating the scheduling of lesson obser-
vations, coaches’ demonstrations, and debriefing periods, and observing and 
evaluating changes in classroom instruction and student learning.

Method
For decades, methodologists have debated their stances on what consti-

tutes the most appropriate and effective methodology for program evalu-
ations. On one side of the aisle are those who believe that the randomized 
control trial is the best way to accurately gauge the magnitude and nature of 
the effect a program has on a target population (Lipsey 2001; Shadish, Cook, 
& Campbell, 2002). On the other side are those who believe programs should 
be investigated in their natural environments, devoid of any attempts to 
manipulate the context in order to control for confounding variables (Good-
year, Jewiss, Usinger, & Barela, 2014). There is a myriad of valid and impactful 
research from both paradigms. However, evidence of recent evaluation prac-
tices in education (Galport & Galport, 2015) suggests a trend toward a more 
diversified approach that places practical utilization atop the list of project 
goals. Such evaluations incorporate participants’ input and expertise into the 
planning and the implementation. For example, instead of supporting one 
method above others, Patton’s (2008) utilization-focused approach calls for 
evaluators to take all methods of inquiry into consideration and customize 
their study designs to fit each individual project. Stakeholders (i.e., partici-
pants, school community) are involved in the process of creating a custom-
ized design, so that they can effectively apply the findings and initiate change 
in their organization. Methods should be selected together based on what 
will address program goals, what will produce findings that can be imple-
mented efficiently, and what resources are available (Patton, 2008). While in 
some situations a randomized experiment would be the method of choice, in 
others, an experiment may not be appropriate because there is no access to a 
control group, randomization may be unethical, quantitative measures may 
not completely capture the full spectrum of what is being investigated, and 
the nuances of the specific context may be important details that need to be 
a part of the evaluation. In the latter case, a more in-depth, qualitative ap-
proach would be the wise choice.

For the UDL program evaluation, taken into consideration were the 
stakeholders’ main goals: to create an inclusive school environment and pro-
vide all SAS students—those with and without disabilities—equal access to 
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the curriculum. Additional aspects of the context were also taken into consid-
eration: (a) there was no access to a feasible control group, (b) randomization 
would have severely disrupted the flow of the school day at SAS, (c) SAS was 
a one-class-per-grade school so our sample size was small, (d) quantitative 
measures such as student achievement scores would not have captured the 
trends in classroom instruction that the principal and teachers were inter-
ested in analyzing, (e) according to all stakeholders, there was more to the 
school’s transition to a fully inclusive environment than just student achieve-
ment, and (f ) details of this particular context seemed relevant to the evalua-
tion of the program. As a result, a case study-type approach to evaluation, as 
originally suggested by Stake (1995), was deemed the most appropriate fit for 
the design of this study. The research questions guiding this evaluation were: 
(a) How did the UDL program impact teachers’ instruction in the classroom? 
and (b) What were the teachers’ perceptions of the program and its impact 
on their students?  Patton’s (2002, 2008) suggested qualitative methods spe-
cific to utilization-focused evaluation were ideal for addressing these ques-
tions and uncovering nuanced data and findings that SAS administrators and 
teachers could use in their future decision-making. 

Participants
 The principal and eight classroom teachers participated in one-on-one 

interviews. The principal at SAS during the PD program was a first-year 
principal who previously taught middle school English for nine years. The 
pre-kindergarten teacher did not participate in the training because she left 
the school partway through the program and the fourth grade teacher did not 
participate because she started at SAS after the program was underway. The 
eighth grade teacher also did not participate because she retired at the end 
of the school year and the principal thought it would not be a valuable use 
of her or the coaches’ time. Instead, the principal requested that the middle 
school math and technology specialist participate in the program because she 
taught several sections throughout the week. All interview participants were 
female, held state teaching credentials—the principal held a state adminis-
trative license—and their mean number of years of teaching experience was 
10.57 (SD = 7.61).

There were four UDL coaches involved in this study—three female and 
one male. Three of the coaches were former public school teachers who were 
working at the university as fieldwork coordinators. To become fieldwork co-
ordinators they needed to have extensive experience as public school teachers 
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and their job at the university entailed supervising and mentoring student-
teachers working toward their state teaching credentials. The fourth UDL 
coach was the Director of Fieldwork at the university. 

Instruments
All interview protocols were semi-structured so as to allow for im-

promptu elaboration and the freedom to expand upon topics that unexpect-
edly emerged and were relevant to the study. The pre-program interview 
protocols for the teachers included questions about their prior knowledge of 
and experience with UDL and their expectations of the PD program. Their 
post-program interviews included questions geared toward capturing their 
opinions of the effectiveness of both UDL as a framework and the coaching 
element of the PD program, their impressions of how their teaching practices 
changed over the course of the program, their intentions for future les-
sons, and their perceptions of how students reacted to the UDL lessons. The 
coaches’ interview protocol included questions about their perceptions of how 
the teachers reacted to and changed over the course of the PD program. The 
principal interview protocol included questions regarding the transition into 
her new position as leader of SAS at the beginning of the school year, the 
experience of entering a new school while a school-wide PD program was 
already underway, her thoughts and opinions of the program, and her obser-
vations of how the program impacted teachers and students.

During lesson observations, the coaches used a checklist (Center for Ap-
plied Special Technology, 2015a) made from the tenets of the UDL frame-
work. The broad categories on the checklist were: the teacher provides or 
uses multiple means of (a) representation, (b) engagement, (c) action and 
expression, and (d) assessment of student understanding. Each broad cat-
egory contained sub-standards such as “provides options for perception” and 
“provides options for language and symbols”; and, these sub-standards listed 
specific items for the coaches to observe during lessons. In addition to ob-
serving teachers’ implementation of UDL in their lessons, coaches observed 
and noted student engagement on the checklist. The coaches simply checked 
“yes” if they saw the item in the lesson, “no” if they did not, and then added 
additional comments if necessary. The checklist could provide a summative, 
quantitative score for each observation—by summing the “yes” scores—but 
due to the qualitative nature of this study we chose to analyze each checklist 
item individually. 
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Procedures
After receiving Institutional Review Board approval from the affiliated 

university and support from the central office (Department of Catholic 
Schools), the evaluation unfolded over the course of 18-months. The fall 
semester of the academic year was spent in consultation with stakeholders 
to design a customized PD program and corresponding evaluation, and to 
develop relationships between the UDL coaches and the teachers. The PD 
coaching activities began in the spring semester with the first set of teachers 
(grades 3 and 5). Due to timing issues, and as expected when implementing 
an evaluation in a school setting where schedules often change for vary-
ing events, these teachers were not interviewed prior to the start of the PD 
program. They did, however, participate in post-interviews. All remaining 
teachers from the second and third phases of the program participated in 
both pre- and post-interviews and all UDL coaches participated in post-
interviews, which included a review of their observation checklists. Some of 
the post-program interviews from the third phase occurred in the fall of the 
following school year, along with the last step of data collection, which was to 
interview the principal. This interview was intentionally conducted after the 
completion of the program so as to capture her perceptions of the program in 
its entirety.

Data Analysis
All interviews were transcribed and coded using evaluation coding (Pat-

ton, 2002, 2008; Rallis & Rossman, 2003; Saldana, 2013). The objective was 
to identify patterns in the data that pertained to participants’ judgements 
about the effectiveness of the PD program and then analyze the significance 
of those judgements, paying particular attention to (a) any changes in the 
teachers’ attitudes toward the UDL framework from pre- to post-interviews, 
(b) the coaches’ and the principal’s reports of observable changes to teachers’ 
UDL knowledge and skill set, (c) and changes in students’ level of engage-
ment during classroom observations (Patton 2002, 2008). The coaches’ obser-
vation checklists were used to cross-check the coded data from the interviews 
in an effort to emphasize findings that were represented across both data 
sources.   

Findings
Broadly speaking, the data show that (a) the impact on teachers’ instruc-

tion and student engagement depended on teachers’ willingness to buy into 
the coaching and the UDL framework, (b) some teachers had concerns about 
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the feasibility of using UDL on a regular basis, (c) participants thought the 
PD program needed to be extended in order to have more observations and 
debriefing sessions with the coaches, and (d) most teachers at SAS saw the 
UDL program as PD for improving their inclusive teaching practices so that 
all students in their classes, especially those with moderate disabilities who 
were recently admitted to the school, could access the curriculum. Below is a 
detailed description of the findings that pertain to each research question.

Perceptions of the UDL Program
According to the coaches and the principal, there was variability in buy-

in of the UDL program among the teachers at SAS. Even though this was 
a teacher-led initiative, the coaches observed a direct link between teach-
ers’ level of buy-in and their progress over the course of the program: “The 
[teachers] who put the most into it, got the most out of it”. One coach said 
that teachers reacted “in different ways”. Five of the eight teachers were 
open-minded from the beginning, excited about learning new pedagogical 
strategies, willing to be observed and critiqued, and anxious to implement 
what they learned from the program in their classrooms. With this group of 
teachers, the coaches witnessed tremendous growth and development:  

Teachers who bought into it, I think, were given an opportunity to 
see their students in a different way because…maybe the kid that was 
struggling before is now completely engaged. If there is buy-in then 
teachers can see their kids differently. 

In contrast, the remaining three teachers were not as enthusiastic and respon-
sive and, according to the principal, were “slightly resistant, thinking that they 
already knew how to do everything”. These teachers reported not being com-
fortable with observations and critique; they did not see how such a frame-
work could be effectively implemented on a daily basis in their classrooms; 
and, they failed to see the difference between UDL and what they used in the 
past. The coaches did not see significant progress in the latter group. Nev-
ertheless, even though the general consensus was that these more resistant 
teachers did not show observable signs of growth by the end of the program, 
the principal saw a few instances when they briefly embraced the framework 
and effectively implemented it in their classrooms. Unfortunately, it was not 
enough to catch the attention of the coaches and their fellow teachers.

During the initial meet-and-greet with the coaches, the teachers ex-
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pressed concerns about the amount of time planning and implementing 
UDL appeared to take, which, according to the coaches, was a legitimate 
concern. Taking this into consideration, the coaches purposefully demon-
strated and suggested UDL techniques that typically take very little prepara-
tion time and involve readily available classroom resources. Even after having 
observed the coaches conduct a lesson in the classroom and then finishing 
the program all together, some teachers remained skeptical about the feasibil-
ity of implementing UDL on a regular basis:

I thought the practice of the philosophy was a little bit of a stretch…
the example lesson that [the coaches] gave required a whole lot more 
planning than I typically have time to devote…I can’t go to the gro-
cery store every single day and get boxes of candy so we can do surface 
area…I don’t think that there is many of us teachers who would be able 
to pull that off three to seven times a day, every day.

Another teacher expressed the same concern about the difficulties of 
implementing UDL in the classroom on a regular basis:

I think the biggest challenge with UDL is to feel the pressure to do it 
all the time in every lesson. Some lessons are just memorization, some 
lessons are just boring, especially being self-contained, it would be very 
difficult to do that for six hours. It would be very difficult to UDL-ize 
a spelling lesson where you just…it’s just spelling…just maintenance-
types of subjects.

During their interviews, many teachers suggested that, in the future, UDL 
coaches should explicitly explain and demonstrate how the framework is ap-
plied in a classroom setting on a daily basis over an extended period of time.

Furthermore, according to many of the teachers and coaches, there was 
not enough time at the onset of the program for teachers and coaches to 
build relationships with one another. The coaches were cognizant of the pos-
sibility that teachers were nervous and uncomfortable with the idea of uni-
versity personnel entering their school from off campus and evaluating their 
teaching practices. One teacher expressed that they “were a little scared to be 
critiqued.” With that in mind, the coaches were mindful of the importance of 
developing a level of trust with the teachers and purposeful during the meet-
and-greet phase of the program. Unfortunately, the introductory phase of the 
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program was short-lived and by the time the coaches were in the classrooms 
conducting their initial observations with the first group of teachers, trusting 
relationships did not exist between all coaches and teachers.              

Both the teachers and coaches expressed the need to extend the PD so 
that teachers could have more time to learn and implement the framework 
and coaches could have further opportunities to conduct additional observa-
tions and provide quality, targeted feedback for the teachers. One teacher 
stated the following:

…the timing was tough because it was rushed. I would have liked more 
feedback so that I could know where to go from where I was. So, they 
saw a start and then saw an end and didn’t leave us a road map for the 
future. 

In addition, most teachers mentioned the tremendous benefit of the debrief-
ing sessions with the coaches and wished they could continue that collabora-
tion in the future. The following teacher’s statement about the collaboration 
with her UDL coach demonstrates these sentiments:

I liked the collaboration with Jennifer (pseudonym). I liked that coach-
ing component. It was really nice to have someone to collaborate with 
me…here [at SAS], I am the only teacher for my grade so I am lacking 
in grade-level collaboration, so Jennifer filled that need—void actu-
ally…Sharing ideas with her, having the checklist feedback, knowing 
that what I have been doing is very similar to the program…Working 
with Jennifer has brought me back to how collaborating is really im-
portant. 

The coaches confirmed this finding, stating that many teachers approached 
them and expressed their appreciation for the opportunity to collaborate 
about classroom practices and curriculum and that they did not get that op-
portunity at the school, outside of the UDL program:

I think some interesting things came out of the debriefing sessions that 
nobody was necessarily looking for but were very valuable. Like, across 
the board, [the teachers] all said we don’t ever get to collaborate, so the 
debriefing was kind of serving as that.
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This finding was further confirmed when talking to the middle school-level 
teachers who, unfortunately, received the last, rushed round of training at 
the end of the school year. For example, one middle school teacher said she 
was looking forward to receiving detailed feedback about her UDL lesson 
from her coach; but, because of the timing of the program, her debriefing was 
minimal.  

Teachers also valued the coaches’ lesson demonstrations in the classroom. 
Too often, according to the teachers, professional development does not 
involve modeling from which teachers can learn. Most of the time, unfortu-
nately, PD consists of someone talking at the teachers and telling them what 
to do and is devoid of any real time application. With the coaches’ demon-
strations, teachers were able to see exactly what a UDL lesson looks like in a 
live classroom before they were asked to apply the framework themselves:

I think it was nice that [the coaches] actually did a sample lesson. That 
was nice to see because you can talk about what you want but it is easier 
to see what they want…before we were asked to do it ourselves. It was 
nice to see what they had in mind.

This approach to PD was new for the teachers and they saw great value in it. 
One teacher said that she would love to see more UDL demonstrations in 
the future and that one was not enough. It is worth mentioning that though 
the coaches’ demonstrations were appreciated and valued, some teachers saw 
these extravagant, well-planned, highly detailed lessons as nearly impossible 
to plan and implement every day, multiple times a day.

Developing an Inclusive Environment
When asked what they liked most about the UDL framework, teach-

ers mentioned, among other things, its focus on reaching all students in the 
classroom, especially those with special needs. The teachers stated that they 
are often overwhelmed with having to finish all of the content standards by 
the end of the academic year and, as a result, creating time and ways to ensure 
that every student retains enough of the material is frequently overlooked. 
The UDL training provided teachers with efficient and creative methods of 
lesson planning and implementation that helped teachers address standards, 
deliver content using multiple means of representation (e.g., color-coded 
notes), and assess students in creative and valid ways. One teacher mentioned 
that, because of the UDL training, all of her students are at the forefront of 



156 Journal of Catholic Education / October 2017

her mind as she plans her lessons as opposed to the past when she thought 
mostly of just the students in the class who were at grade level: “planning for 
the individual kid and not planning for the middle…when I am searching for 
resources…I keep the individual students in mind more than I did before”. 
She is now cognizant of the students who are either well above or well below 
grade level when preparing her curriculum.

However, toward the end of the program, coaches expressed a concern 
that was also confirmed by a few of the teachers. During and even after the 
UDL program, some of the teachers believed in and remained dependent on 
the pullout model—where their resource teacher would remove students with 
special needs from their general education classrooms in order to provide 
them with necessary additional support. Based on the definitions presented 
in the introduction of this paper, this would be referred to as least restric-
tive mainstreaming. A main tenet of the UDL framework, however, is full 
inclusion of all learners, also as defined in the introduction, meaning that all 
instruction, even that which is typically administered by resource teachers 
in isolated environments, could and should happen in the general education 
classroom (Center for Applied Special Technology, 2015b). And, one of the 
goals of the UDL PD program at SAS was to assist general education teach-
ers in a fully inclusive classroom setting. One of the teachers who expressed 
this concern stated that this particular inclusion tenet of UDL was not 
clearly discussed in the workshops prior to the program, which may have led 
to some teachers’ reliance on the least restrictive mainstreaming model. 

Impact in the Classroom  
During and after the UDL program, teachers noticed that their students 

were more engaged during class, spent far less time off task, and were more 
motivated to finish their work and start something new. In her observations 
of the students during and after the program, the principal saw students who 
typically struggled academically and socially gain confidence; she shared that 
the UDL approach helped these particular students “shine in different ways”. 
Teachers also noticed improvements in their students’ critical thinking, which 
teachers attributed to the shift from teacher-centered lectures to student-
centered lessons; specifically, teachers indicated that students had space and 
time to troubleshoot and problem solve as opposed to being provided mate-
rial for memorization.

The student-centeredness that UDL promoted, according to the teachers, 
actually made classroom instruction easier and less taxing. One teacher stated 
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that, when applying UDL to her teaching practice, most of her work was 
frontloaded in the preparation and once the lesson began in the classroom 
she was able to sit back, facilitate, and watch her students think through the 
problems and experiments from start to finish. In slight contrast, it is worth 
noting that one teacher reported that her students seemed more confused 
during the new UDL lessons than past lessons in her class when the instruc-
tion was mainly teacher-centered. This could be attributed to a combination 
of her students’ preference for lectures and their transition into something 
different and unfamiliar. 

  A common response to the question of what teachers liked about 
UDL was its promotion of hands-on student work during class. One teacher 
said that she was both happy and relieved when she learned of UDL’s promo-
tion of active student engagement with the material as well as fellow class-
mates:

I really appreciate that it is hands-on. And, I have always liked teach-
ing that way myself and I feel like [the students] get a lot out of it that 
way…but, I always felt constrained about doing it. [UDL] makes it 
more acceptable. I was always known for ‘Why is your classroom so 
loud?’

As a science teacher, she often had students work on projects or experiments 
in groups and, because of the nature of that type of learning environment, the 
classroom liveliness would reach a sizeable crescendo. As a result, at times, 
she was self-conscious about whether this would be looked down upon by 
her colleagues and supervisors. She was happy and relieved that her intuition 
and teaching practices up to that point were part of the UDL framework. In 
addition to validating her pre-existing practices, she reported that the pro-
gram taught her new ways to engage the students in hands-on science activi-
ties that address the standards and multiple learning modalities.

Most of the teachers also liked the idea of having common pedagogical 
practices across all grade levels at the school, taking into consideration stu-
dents’ stages of development. One teacher said, “I hope that there is a consis-
tency among our staff with philosophy…more consistent philosophy…and, 
maybe more consistent expectations and teaching styles”. When asked why, 
many teachers said that consistency would allow students to internalize one 
set of classroom procedures as opposed to learning a new set every year—a 
process that takes teachers a significant amount of time at the beginning of 
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each school year. Furthermore, common pedagogical practices, according to 
the teachers, could potentially be a catalyst for future collaboration among 
the teachers—something that, according to many of the teachers, was nonex-
istent at the school prior to the PD program. If they use the same strategies, 
the same terms, and the same resources, then teachers could easily help one 
another with lesson planning and implementation.

The ways in which UDL differed from previous teaching strategies 
emerged as a topic of reflection. Many of the teachers stated that they had 
similar training in their teacher preparation programs and prior professional 
development; according to them, it simply had a different name. When the 
teachers were asked to describe UDL, many of them equated it to differenti-
ated instruction—a pedagogy they knew well, with which they had experi-
ence, and they implemented often in their classrooms. For example:

I didn’t think the [UDL] philosophy was that much different from dif-
ferentiation, or from what you are supposed to do anyways. I felt like 
you were supposed to include all of your learners; you were supposed to 
try to customize your lessons for the kids in your room…I didn’t think 
the philosophy was that much of a stretch.

However, during their initial observations of the teachers, the coaches wit-
nessed something slightly different. With some teachers, the coaches saw 
what is often referred to as the typical classroom—students seated at their 
desks listening to the teacher deliver a lesson—and a very basic under-
standing of the UDL framework. With others, the coaches saw attempts at 
UDL-type strategies, such as students using technology and moving about 
the classroom, and a deeper understanding of UDL principles, particularly 
with regard to planning and designing a lesson with access for all students in 
mind, rather than adjusting a lesson through differentiated instruction for the 
few students in need.

When asked about the most challenging aspects of the UDL framework, 
some teachers mentioned the difficulties of transferring UDL assignments 
and assessments to the school’s standardized grading system. As an example, 
in almost every classroom there is variance in students’ prior knowledge, 
learning preferences, and content interests. The UDL framework, therefore, 
requires teachers to utilize multiple methods of representing content and as-
sessing students, meaning that, at times, students in the same class, learning 
the same content standard, will have slightly different tasks and will be asked 
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to express their learning in slightly different ways—ways that utilize their 
strengths instead of targeting their deficiencies. This sometimes results in a 
variety of finished products as opposed to the same essay/test/project with 
uniform requirements and criteria. These challenges are described in the fol-
lowing teacher’s response:

[The biggest challenge is] probably assessment. Being able to equate 
how the students have learned with a very standardized report card…
for example, when a child gets a report card and it says ‘B’ and it is a 
fifth grade report card, a parent would assume that is slightly above 
average. However, it doesn’t necessarily equate to what the student may 
be doing. They may have shown ‘B’ in effort or ‘B’ in growth compared 
to where they have been; but, it isn’t necessarily a standardized ‘B’ as one 
would claim it to be, because how they showed me they have learned 
was different.

According to some of the teachers, the different assessments of learning were 
beneficial for the students but difficult to portray on a standardized report 
card within a homogenous grading system; and, these progressive assessment 
practices contrasted with parents’ typical expectations of standardized grades, 
textbooks, and paper-and-pencil exams.

Discussion
In their research on PD efforts that help schools and classrooms shift to a 

more inclusive environment, Strieker, Logan, and Kuhel (2012) offered three 
essential factors that are typically present in successful teacher PD programs: 
(a) “on-going emotional and technical support at the classroom level,” (b) 
“a forum through which to articulate and understand their beliefs, and how 
those beliefs influence daily practice,” and (c) “professional learning that is 
student-focused” (p. 1049). Based on the findings of the current study, the 
18-month UDL program partially satisfied these three essential criteria. First, 
the UDL program, by design, provided teachers with on-going technical sup-
port in the form of classroom observations and demonstrations, which, ac-
cording to most teachers and coaches, was beneficial and one of the strengths 
of the program. However, some teachers—not all—expressed and demon-
strated their hesitancy to move away from the least restrictive mainstream-
ing model to which they grew accustomed over their teaching careers. This 
could be interpreted as the program’s lack of attention to providing teachers 
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the necessary emotional support as they transitioned away from what was 
familiar to and comfortable for them. There also was the unresolved issue of 
grading and assessment while implementing the differentiation-type UDL 
framework within a standardized grading system. For future UDL program 
implementations, principals, teachers, and instructional coaches may need to 
consider constructing a plan that will effectively integrate the differentiated 
nature of UDL assessment practices into their existing grading systems. So 
as to avoid conflict and bridge the gap of understanding, this transition may 
need to involve parents within the school community. 

Regarding the second factor, the debriefing sessions after each observation 
and demonstration were opportunities for teachers to discuss their beliefs 
about UDL and how they apply to their classroom practices. According to 
most of the teachers at SAS and the UDL coaches, the debriefing sessions 
were extremely beneficial. However, all participants—the principal, teachers, 
and coaches—thought the program was not long enough and the teach-
ers would have preferred more demonstrations, observations, and debriefing 
sessions with the coaches. This could be interpreted as either the program 
not completely meeting the needs of the faculty and staff at SAS or teach-
ers thinking the program was so worthwhile that they hope the professional 
learning community-type, collaborative relationships they developed with 
the UDL coaches will continue among the teachers at SAS, well after the 
coaches leave the campus. The fact that a number of the teachers stated that 
they appreciated and learned a great deal from the coaches’ demonstrations 
and their debriefing sessions supports the latter.

In addition, the group of teachers who were involved in the last rotation 
of coaching stated that the final round was rushed and that they needed more 
time to familiarize themselves and become comfortable with applying the 
framework in their classrooms. The coaches agreed. The fact that the princi-
pal, teachers, and coaches all reported the need for a time extension on the 
program demonstrates support for a more in-depth, focused, and purpose-
ful approach to teacher PD as opposed to a quantity/breadth approach that 
attempts to touch upon as many issues as possible over the span of a school 
year. And, in order to create, implement, and benefit from a more focused and 
long-term approach, administrators and teachers must be diligent and thor-
ough in their ongoing, school-wide needs assessments (looking at teachers 
and students) so that what they choose as an area of focus will bring about 
impactful and lasting change.
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Like the previous two factors, the third factor—student-focused profes-
sional learning—was partially fulfilled. The UDL program focused on im-
proving teachers’ lesson planning and classroom instruction to promote stu-
dent engagement; and, for the teachers who bought into the benefit of UDL 
as a framework, the program was a success. For these teachers, either the pro-
gram validated and fine-tuned the student-centered, project-based approach 
they already used in their classrooms or it ignited a complete shift away from 
a teacher-centered pedagogy—a shift in practice that seemed to benefit stu-
dents. However, the positive influence of the UDL program was not universal 
among all SAS teachers. Teachers who appeared to be close-minded about 
the program from the outset did not demonstrate and/or report the same 
benefits. These teachers saw the UDL framework as no different from prior 
learning in their teacher preparation programs and past PD; they did not see 
any of the lesson and curriculum ideas as feasible; and, either they were not 
comfortable being evaluated or they did not think the feedback was valu-
able. The variability in the findings highlight the importance of administra-
tors taking the time to thoughtfully and purposefully plan and prepare for 
large-scale PD efforts. They also emphasize the importance of school leaders 
earmarking a significant amount of time at the beginning of any PD program 
that contains evaluative processes for all participants—evaluators and those 
being evaluated—to develop trusting relationships with one another.

Implications
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the UDL PD program at SAS 

and, according to the findings, the program appeared to help guide the 
faculty and staff at SAS through the tumultuous beginning stages of a sig-
nificant change to their admissions policy. The program seemed to provide a 
platform on which faculty and staff can begin conversations that could lead 
to the school-wide ideological transformation that is necessary for shifting 
to, creating, and maintaining an inclusive school climate; and, it gave teachers 
the tools they need to serve and reach students with moderate disabilities in 
fully inclusive schools and classrooms. Speaking to a broader context, if other 
Catholic school administrators and teachers wish to follow in the footsteps of 
SAS—or are already in the process—and heed the call for a shift in ideology, 
policy, and practice toward welcoming and effectively meeting the needs of 
SWD who wish to experience a holistic Catholic education (Carlson, 2014; 
Scanlan, 2009a), then UDL appears to be a framework that diocesan officials, 
school leaders, and classroom teachers should take into consideration. 
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With that said, even though this study took place in one, very unique, 
Catholic school context, the findings speak to larger issues related to PD, 
teacher preparation, and school administration. First, let this particular ex-
ample act as additional evidence of leadership playing a pivotal role in man-
aging school-wide change (Hall & Hord, 2011) and that the course of such 
a large-scale change as choosing to serve students with moderate disabilities 
in general education classrooms requires a time period that vastly exceeds 18 
months, or one-and-a-half school years. In reality, the actual PD activities 
were condensed to a 6-month period. Therefore, it would behoove school 
administrators to recognize that planning the change process, which should 
include a long-term, post-program plan to sustain any improvements brought 
on by a program, is as important as the program itself. 

Second, as mentioned in the introduction and literature review of this 
article, historically, teacher education programs have done a poor job of 
blending general and special education in order to properly prepare general 
education teachers to work in inclusive classrooms and in collaboration with 
special education teachers (Allday et al., 2013; Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1996; 
Smith & Smith, 2000). Some of the SAS teachers’ comments during inter-
views, however, could lead one to believe that the aforementioned trend in 
teacher education may be shifting toward an interdisciplinary approach. For 
example, after receiving the UDL training, many teachers at SAS reported 
seeing similarities between UDL and the formal training they received in 
differentiated instruction during their teacher preparation programs and that 
they had been using UDL-like strategies prior to the program. If colleges of 
education are providing adequate coursework related to all degrees of inclu-
sion (i.e., full inclusion, least restrictive mainstreaming, and restrictive main-
streaming) then maybe new teachers’ frustrations and lack of self-efficacy can 
be alleviated to a certain extent if their teacher preparation programs provide 
them the opportunity to gain experience teaching in an inclusive classroom 
setting alongside a special education teacher. A combination of both seems 
like the best option.             

And lastly, if current school administrators choose to follow in the foot-
steps of those who, since the passing of the Education for All Handicapped 
Children Act (1975), shifted to a more inclusive model of education, accord-
ing to the findings of this study, UDL, if implemented properly, may be an 
appropriate framework with which to begin such a dramatic change initia-
tive. In addition, this study shows that when implementing long-term PD 
programs of any kind, school leaders must evaluate and take into consider-
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ation stakeholders’ perceptions of what is to ensue in order to build effective 
professional learning communities (DuFour & Marzano, 2011) and relation-
ships that are grounded in trust, respect, and professionalism. The design of 
both the UDL program and this study could potentially act as a model for 
school administrators who wish to conduct their own program evaluation.

Limitations
Like all single case, qualitative evaluations, this study had its limitations. 

Due to the nature of the context within which this study took place, a utili-
zation-focused evaluation (Patton 2002, 2008) where the design was custom-
ized to the program and made in consultation with stakeholders at SAS was 
the research design of choice. As such, a qualitative inquiry was implemented 
to examine valuable nuances and details that emerged throughout data col-
lection and analysis. Therefore, a claim for causality would be far from appro-
priate in this case. However, the findings still provide evidence of the UDL 
program helping SAS in the beginning stages of their transition into creating 
a more inclusive Catholic elementary school.

In addition, the qualitative methods selected for this evaluation could 
have been more robust, e.g., spending more time in classrooms observing les-
sons before, during, and after teachers received their UDL coaching. Though 
this is a valid point and more observations and even an additional round of 
interviews were taken into consideration, the decision was made to rely on 
the principal to provide an acceptable amount of time in the classrooms, so as 
to avoid disrupting the school day and administrators’, teachers’, and students’ 
schedules. The principal’s suggested timeline was followed as requested and 
in accordance with the practice of considering stakeholder input in planning 
and implementing a utilization-focused evaluation (Patton 2002, 2008).

Evaluations of programs often include student-level, quantitative data, 
which this study lacked; and, we recognize that student academic, behav-
ioral, and social outcomes would have only improved the reliability, validity, 
and applicability of our evaluation of the UDL program at SAS. However, 
the goals of the PD at SAS were focused primarily on analyzing changes in 
teachers’ classroom instruction; therefore, collecting teacher-level data was 
appropriate. Furthermore, had we collected such student-level, quantitative 
outcomes, the single school, one-class-per-grade research site would have 
almost certainly hindered our ability to accurately and appropriately attribute 
the results solely to the UDL program and make generalizability claims be-
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yond SAS. And, measuring achievement in each class would have required, at 
least, pretests prior to program implementation at each phase and post-tests 
immediately after, which would have reached well beyond the principal’s sug-
gested parameters for disrupting their day-to-day schedule in order to con-
duct the evaluation. The standardized test data collected in Catholic schools 
in this particular diocese were not at all valid measures of program effective-
ness and were therefore excluded from consideration.

It is worth noting that, while the research team suggested the collection of 
student data to stakeholders during the planning phase, parents disliked the 
idea given the recent change in the admissions policy and the newness of the 
UDL concept. More specifically, parents requested to review the proposed 
student-level measures prior to administration, which would have compro-
mised the validity of the study. While student data would have undoubtedly 
added to the evidence of the program’s impact on the school’s transition to 
a more inclusive environment, in the best interest of the school and all of its 
stakeholders, the decision was made to focus solely on administrators, teach-
ers, and coaches.

Suggestions for Future Research
Fortunately, the limitations of this study also act as suggestions for future 

research on inclusivity, teacher PD, school leadership, and change initia-
tives in Catholic elementary and secondary schools. First, many Catholic 
schools across the U.S. are experiencing the same type of transition as did 
SAS—opening their doors to students with mild to moderate disabilities—
and there is evidence of some dioceses and schools making conscious efforts 
to improve their inclusive service delivery (DeFiore, 2006; Durow, 2007; 
Scanlan, 2008, 2009b). However, because of autonomous governance and 
the numerous types of communities they serve, Catholic schools differ from 
one another, often in very substantive ways. Therefore, continued single and 
multiple case study research on program implementation in dioceses and 
schools, such as that described in this study, is vital to understanding the nu-
anced and delicate processes of change initiatives in Catholic K-12 schools. 
And, while continuing these types of studies, future researchers in this area 
of scholarship need to consider the option of revisiting dioceses and schools 
well after program implementation so as to investigate long-term impact—or 
lack thereof—and the specific actions and decisions of school and classroom 
leaders that either maintain and develop the initial positive changes or lead to 
their deterioration.
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In addition to the call for continued in-depth case study research, there 
is a need for quantitative evaluations of system- and school-level programs 
and initiatives in Catholic schools, such as the one implemented at SAS. 
For example, if other Catholic K-12 schools that serve students with mild, 
moderate, or even severe disabilities choose to use UDL as a school-wide 
instructional framework, then it would behoove researchers and practitioners 
to collaboratively create ways to collect student-level academic and social 
outcomes so that investigators can quantitatively measure the extent to which 
UDL—or similar programs like it—and the inclusion of SWD affect stu-
dents with and without disabilities. Of course, there are significant challenges 
that would accompany such efforts. Most dioceses across the country admin-
ister annual standardized tests to measure student academic achievement; 
however, those data are not collected, housed, and made available in a manner 
that is conducive to empirical investigation. Currently, if researchers wish to 
conduct valid quantitative evaluations in Catholic K-12 schools that involve 
student achievement as the target outcome variable, often times, their only 
option is to administer their own assessments, which requires a tremendous 
commitment of time and labor from school administrators, teachers, students, 
and parents. Moving forward, it is our recommendation that national leaders 
of the Catholic K-12 education system in the U.S. work in consultation with 
diocesan officials on systematizing data collection so as to promote and en-
able rigorous and generalizable research that will lead to the growth, develop-
ment, and improvement of Catholic schools across the country.         

Conclusion
Above all else, this study of the UDL program at SAS highlights the 

complexity and delicacy of school-wide change initiatives and properly serv-
ing students with moderate disabilities in Catholic schools. The evidence 
from this study also shows that thriving at such tasks is understandably over-
whelming for Catholic school teachers and administrators. Therefore, mov-
ing forward, efforts at preparing future Catholic school educators, whether 
they are at colleges and universities in formal educator preparation programs 
or during on-the-job PD, should embrace the reality that many Catholic 
schools, if they have not already, are becoming more inclusive. 
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