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Chapter 1
Preconditions of Transforming 
the Educational Process by Applying 
Inclusive Education Strategies: Theoretical 
Background

Alvyra Galkienė  and Ona Monkevičienė 

Abstract The experience of the development of inclusive education strategies in 
various countries has been the source of various conceptions and practices, which 
have gradually evolved into the axis of the education policy of the late twentieth and 
early twenty-first century. This chapter presents an overlook of insights that are 
significant for the practical implementation of inclusive education and substantiated 
by scientific research. As the perception of inclusive education developed from 
meeting special educational needs in general schools (Florian. Int J Incl Educ 
23(7–8): 691–704. https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2019.1622801, 2019) to rec-
ognising the variety of needs of all students (Meyer et al. Universal design for learn-
ing: theory and practice. CAST, 2014), the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 
approach was presented to the pedagogical circles. This chapter of the book exam-
ines the fundamental aspects of the UDL approach in the context of the develop-
ment of the inclusive education construct, from emphasising the Zone of Proximal 
Development (Vygotsky. Thought and language. MIT Press, 1962) to highlighting 
the processes taking place in the inclusive education ecosystem (European Agency 
for Special Needs and Inclusive Education. Inclusive school leadership: exploring 
policies across Europe. (E. Óskarsdóttir, V. Donnelly & M. Turner-Cmuchal, Eds.). 
Odense, Denmark. https://www.european- agency.org/sites/default/files/sisl_syn-
thesis_report.pdf. Retrieved 16 April 2021, 2019), revealing the variety of percep-
tions of student uniqueness and education differentiation concepts in implementing 
inclusive education, and discussing the differences between the specificities of edu-
cation goals and their implementation in the UDL and traditional approaches. The 
analysis of scientific research allowed us to distinguish the basic aspects of the UDL 
approach that are significant for the transformation of the traditional education sys-
tem into a high-quality one based on the presumptions of success for every student 
and formed on the grounds of inclusive education.
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1.1  Transformational Aspects of Inclusive Education

Inclusive education processes, begun alongside society’s movement for the recogni-
tion of dignity and equal rights for all its members (Salend & Garrick Duhaney, 
2011), are, nevertheless, not the result of paradigm revolutions but rather of consis-
tent societal evolution (Magnússon et al., 2019). However, it is not an automatic 
process. Inclusive education gains ground in school practices when it becomes a 
state priority sustained by solid, clear, and unambiguous national support and a uni-
fied perception of the phenomenon (Haug, 2020). The perception of inclusive edu-
cation determines not only the characteristics of the education system but also the 
fate of the educated. As Ramberg and Watkins (2020) put it, major differences exist 
between European countries in terms of students’ access to their right to inclusive 
education. In many cases, it is determined by the variety of conceptual education 
systems.

When analysing inclusive education concepts that serve as the basis for educa-
tional systems and the taxonomy of their development, it is worthwhile to remember 
the ideas of L. Vygotsky, born from pondering ways to help almost 7 million chil-
dren suffering psychological trauma or physical injuries during World War I 
(Smagorinsky, 2012). Vygotsky (1993) defines two types of reasons limiting the 
quality development of a child with disability. These are primary reasons arising 
from biological differences in the body and secondary reasons stemming from the 
primary ones due to unfavourable social and cultural context restricting the social 
and cultural participation of the child with different needs and his or her possibility 
to realise his or her own potential: ‘A physical defect somehow causes a social dis-
location’ (Vygotsky, 1993, p. 76). The analysis of contrasting education systems 
developed on the grounds of the ideas of Vygotsky allows a deeper understanding 
of the conceptual foundation of inclusive education, its development, and expres-
sion in the differing social and cultural contexts of different countries (Fig. 1.1).

Corrective Educational Model Although Vygotsky, when considering matters of 
education, never mentioned the concept of inclusion, he built the foundation for it 
by modelling education on the interaction of the person and their social and cultural 
environment, by linking the quality of life to reducing ‘social displacement’, and by 
criticising the corrective education model as well as the development of closed insti-
tutions based on this model. In Vygotsky’s opinion (1924), it is necessary to recog-
nise the powers of students with disabilities and cultivate them as the powers of all 
the other students are cultivated by eliminating the secondary reasons hindering the 
child’s development. Society should create conditions favourable for the learning 
and educational as well as social and cultural participation of these students together 
with others, thus preparing them for the future of an employed adult.
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Social “displacement”
(social and cultural 

grounds)
L. Vygotsky (1993)

Disability, disordered 
function

(biological grounds)
L. Vygotsky (1993)

CORRECTIVE EDUCATIONAL MODEL 
Target group – students with disabilities

Correction of disordered functions
INCLUSIVE SPECIAL NEEDS EDUCATION

Target group – students with special needs caused by functional disorders
Inclusion is based on components of special needs education. Direct 

specialist assistance (partial special needs education) to students with special 
educational needs

INDIVIDUAL INCLUSION
Target group – variety of students’ needs caused by health, functional or 

social differences
Individual assistance, individual curricula, adapted educational tools, direct 

assistance of specialists and pedagogues to some students
INCLUSION FOR ALL

Target group – all students
Educational environment favourable for the participation of all, enabling 
assistance to all, multiprofessional collaboration between specialists and 

pedagogues
Inclusive education goals embrace learning, interaction, and leadership at 

school and in the country

Fig. 1.1 Taxonomy of inclusive education

Despite Vygotsky’s inclusive ideas, the corrective educational model was never-
theless vastly developed in the Soviet Union, following the main idea of overcom-
ing or reducing the disorder and its consequences to the minimum, thus providing 
possibilities for the person to engage in public social and cultural life. Therefore, 
society itself adopted philanthropic roles, developing networks of specialised 
schools and jobs, and distributing support to people with disabilities 
(Smagorinsky, 2012).

Inclusive Special Needs Education After the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UN General Assembly, 1948), an agreement to guarantee equal rights for 
all, attention was focused on the situation of individuals with disabilities in the sys-
tem of education. It is natural that the system of special needs education (Qu, 2020), 
which was constructed following the prevailing medical approach to disability, was 
relocated to the system of general education. Hornby (2015) describes and bases 
this phenomenon on the concept of ‘inclusive special needs education’. It is a prac-
tice targeted exclusively at students with special educational needs (SEN), based on 
the components of special needs education. Specialised schools are recognised as a 
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more appropriate environment for the education of students with special educa-
tional needs (Buchner et al., 2021). The competency of the pedagogues is linked to 
special needs education. When considering the preconditions for the quality educa-
tion of these students, the feasibility of sufficient competency development in 
 general education teachers is questioned; therefore, the education of these students 
is entrusted to special needs teachers. Takala et  al. (2009), having analysed the 
implementation of inclusive special needs education in Finland, when special needs 
teachers educate students with special educational needs in their separate rooms, 
conclude that such a model of education organisation is not favourable for develop-
ing inclusive education. Hornby (2015) notes that the concept of inclusive special 
needs education sees the inclusion of students as the goal of education, yet post-
pones its realisation for the future, after the graduation. Although the concept of 
inclusive special needs education includes the idea of inclusive education, the edu-
cation is nevertheless designed based on disability and developmental disorders 
(Fig. 1.1).

Individual Inclusion After the world community agreed on the conception of 
inclusive education and this agreement was enshrined in the Salamanca Statement 
(UNESCO, 1994), inclusive education has become an educational policy effort in 
many countries (Ainscow, 2020). The concept of inclusion is expanded to include 
not only students with disabilities and functional disorders but also those facing dif-
ficulties due to differences resulting from their linguistic, cultural or social condi-
tions. However, the conception of this education strategy, methodologies, and ways 
of its implementation to a great extent depend on the political, experiential, and 
cultural context of the country and are in the constant process of transformations. 
International research shows that in most European countries, inclusive education is 
identified with the teaching of SEN students in schools of general education 
(European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education, 2019). However, the 
relationship between general education and special needs education still remains a 
problem (Magnússon et  al., 2019; Florian, 2019). When students with different 
abilities and needs learn together with others, yet different forms or content of edu-
cation are applied individually, or alternative curricula are used for ‘some’ students, 
this shapes experiences of stigmatisation and internal exclusion (Florian & Black- 
Hawkins, 2011). The current practice shows and the conducted research proves that 
the system of education, where the interaction between general and special needs 
education is not sufficiently balanced, tends to generate internal problems, such as 
incompliance between educational goals, curriculum, and students’ abilities; in 
some cases, students’ and teachers’ negative attitude towards SEN students; diffi-
culties related to their acceptance to the community; and problems of self- perception 
and self-assessment encountered by SEN students (Spencer & Laurel, 2011). 
International research results show that the application of alternative curricula for 
students with special educational needs becomes an obstacle to their involvement 
and participation in the common educational experience (Hanreddy & Östlund, 
2020). Moreover, teachers encounter difficulties in differentiating educational con-
tent and implementing it individually for ‘some’ students (Westbroek et al., 2020).
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Inclusion for All The ideas of Booth and Ainscow (2002) saturated the conception 
of inclusive education with the priority of an inclusive education culture and empha-
sised the equal value of every student and staff member. This culture embraces not 
only interpersonal relations but also educational policy and practice. It is based on 
the principles of justice in education, the presence of which in a school, according 
to Ainscow and Hargreaves (2016), depends on numerous processes that reach the 
school from outside. Haug (2020) states that the consolidation of the position of 
inclusive education and justice in education relies on the development of inclusive 
culture and values directly in schools and the closest relationships around and indi-
rectly—in the educational policy, when inclusive culture is acknowledged as a 
national priority.

The Global Education Monitoring Report 2020 (UNESCO, 2020) highlights the 
perception of inclusion that emerged in the fight of people with disabilities for their 
right to inclusive education, which continues to be linked to people with disabilities. 
However, inclusion is a phenomenon with a much broader scope. The same educa-
tional practice should involve not only people with disabilities but everybody, 
regardless of their age, gender, race, social, or ethnic background, place of resi-
dence, economic status, language, religion, sexual orientation, migration, and other 
circumstances. When implementing inclusion for all, one must acknowledge the 
signs of inequality and make an effort to eliminate them. One of these is the concept 
of ‘special needs’, which emphasises people’s normality and deviations from the 
norm. In the perception of inclusion for all, this concept should be replaced by ‘par-
ticipation and obstacles to learning’.

However, when pursuing an inclusive and quality implementation of inclusion 
for all, it is obligatory to find solutions for students with mental disorders, most of 
whom still attend specialised schools (Buchner et  al., 2021), principles of joint 
operation of specialists and teachers in building a flexible learning environment 
(Takala et al., 2009), and to eliminate obstacles for equal participation of all stu-
dents (Ramberg & Watkins, 2020).

The study ‘Improving Inclusive Education Through a Universal Design for 
Learning’ looks into the issue of improving inclusive education in the context of 
four European countries that all strive for a good quality inclusive education, yet 
have different social, cultural, and educational experiences and historic memory. 
The development of inclusive education began at the same time in all four countries, 
namely, at the end of the twentieth century, yet it followed different tracks. In 
Austria and Finland, the incentive to establish an inclusive education system within 
the state education system rose from a consistent societal evolution towards demo-
cratic relations. The transformation of the education systems was based on the 
model of inclusion for all and developed in the following way: in Finland—to 
include all the students, and in Austria—with particular focus on the educational 
inclusion of national and immigrant minorities. Whereas in Poland and Lithuania, 
the beginning of inclusion in the education systems coincides with the countries’ 
political breakthrough, liberation from the Soviet regime, and a highly segregated 
system of special needs education. Inclusive education system was based on the 
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model of individual inclusion, aiming to ensure the right for students with disabili-
ties to learn under the conditions of inclusion (Galkienė, 2017).

The research presented in the study is based on the conceptual model of inclu-
sion for all, as it is developed in the countries’ education systems, applying the 
principles of the Universal Design for Learning (UDLP). The researchers follow the 
insight by Waitoller and Thorius (2016) stating that the interaction between the 
principles of pedagogy and the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) might prompt 
cultural pluralism, expand the perception of an expert learner as a reflecting and 
critically thinking student, encourage teachers’ ability to recognise components that 
stigmatise students and promote exclusion, and build a barrier-free environment for 
the variety of students who come to their classrooms. For university teachers 
engaged in teacher training, the interaction might create conditions to continuously 
improve their inclusive education and UDL skills. Together, these components 
would lead to enhanced sustainability of inclusive education.

1.2  Universal Design for Learning as a New Phenomenon 
in European Education

Three decades ago, in 1990, Meyer et  al. (2014), the developers of the UDL 
approach, concluded that in the traditional system of education, students encounter 
obstacles, which limit their accessibility to curriculum and the possibility of express-
ing the possessed knowledge. It is even worse, when curious and willing to learn, 
students suddenly realise they are being stigmatised not because of something they 
can control but because of the educational environment, which becomes a barrier to 
their successful learning.

The research conducted by Zhong (2012) confirms that traditional ways of edu-
cation, applied in a traditional school, build learning barriers to a large number of 
students and not only to those with SEN but also to the ones without them. Only a 
small proportion of learners stated that a lecture (24%) and reading text (16%) are 
methods favourable for their learning.

David H. Rose, Anne Meyer—the developers of the UDL approach, as well as 
their colleagues, model a system of education transferring the principles of flexible 
and open to everybody environment in architecture (Connell et  al., 1997) to the 
educational environment, emphasising the principle of eliminating barriers to suc-
cessful learning for all students. Following Vygotsky’s (1962, 1978) theory of the 
zone of proximal development and his sociocultural theory as well as research in 
neuroscience and education, they also develop the principles of learning to learn, 
which predetermine not only the conscious perception of knowledge and ability to 
apply it but also the understanding of one’s own learning experience in the process, 
when students become expert learners (Meyer et al., 2014).

Pursuing the implementation of quality inclusive education, the theory of the 
bioecological model developed by Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994) supports the 
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ideas of UDL. This theory also emphasises the impact of proximal processes and 
the environment on human development and on its relationship with the environ-
ment: its perception, adoption, and creation. Following the bioecological model and 
the results of the research organised by the European Agency for Special Needs and 
Inclusive Education, the Ecosystem of Inclusive Education has been defined and it 
embraces four levels: (1) individual learner; (2) school; (3) community; (4) national 
or regional levels. It has been proven that the quality of inclusive education at the 
first, that is, individual, level is significantly related to the expression of inclusive 
ideas at all the other levels of the ecosystem (European Agency for Special Needs 
and Inclusive Education, 2019).

Meyer et al. (2014, p. 3) define UDL as an ‘educational approach’ that embraces 
areas related to the functioning of biological education process, curriculum, meth-
ods, and educational aids. ‘Universal Design for Learning is a framework to improve 
and optimize teaching and learning for all people based on scientific insights into 
how humans learn’.1 This educational approach offers specific guidelines to the 
educational community about the implementation of inclusive education, putting 
into effect the principles provided for in the Salamanca Statement: to acknowledge 
that every child has a right to learn and achieve results at a level accessible to them; 
every child is unique; every school must be prepared to respond to a broad and 
unique variety of children; general education schools must be accessible to children 
with special needs; and the most efficient schools are those that implement inclusive 
education (UNESCO, 1994).

1.3  The Formation of the Conception of Students’ 
Uniqueness in the UDL Context

In the conception of UDL, the diversity of learners is seen as a natural phenomenon 
in society because no two learners exist who think in the same way or are distin-
guished by the same learning style, abilities, and interests (Rapp, 2014). The opin-
ion that differences in learners are predetermined by health condition, social, and 
cultural peculiarities is significantly elaborated on in this approach. Meyer et  al. 
(2014) state that the research conducted by neuro-researchers shows that the brain 
structure of students attributed to homogenous groups of leaners still has numerous 
individual differences, which predetermine different learning operations. However, 
these differences are not chaotic, and certain regularities are characteristic of them; 
thus, their manifestation in learning can be predicted as well. It is interesting that 
considerable individual differences, for example, predetermined by autism 
syndrome, do not always result in learning problems and, in some cases, they can 
precondition exceptional abilities.

1 The definition is available in the CAST website: http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html#.
XygW0ij7RPY
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Al-Azawei et al. (2016) highlighted the controversially evaluated perspective of 
learning styles, which is still applied in schools. Although the evidence about the 
links of learning styles with cognitive activities of learners is insufficient, the idea 
that learners can recognise ways of learning or their combinations that are conve-
nient to them encourages the establishment of conditions for a meaningful learning 
experience.

Due to intensive migration processes, cultural, racial, and linguistic differences 
have lately become more and more visible (Fontenelle-Tereshchuk, 2020). Migrating 
for various reasons, people introduce changes to homogeneous school communities 
and encourage finding ways for quality education and the possibilities of achieving 
the highest personal results for all (Skourtou et al., 2020). A group of local national 
minorities acquires significance in the diversity of learners, which, next to the need 
to introduce varied ways of learning, also raises issues of self-identification (Curcic 
et al., 2014; Magazzini, 2020; Keskitalo & Olsen, 2019).

The diversity of learners, according to Arce-Trigatti and Anderson (2018), is a 
contribution to the development of democracy as it can not only facilitate the dia-
logue and collaboration of cultures but also accelerate the becoming of social jus-
tice, providing not ‘some’ but all the learners with equal opportunities to learn, to 
realise their own potential through education, and to create a more inclusive and just 
future. Therefore, Florian (2019) claims that the problem of focusing on ‘some’ 
learners can be solved by seeing the uniqueness of every individual as a basis for 
diversity of people and evolution of humankind.

1.4  Conceptualisation of Education Differentiation 
in the UDL Conception

Pursuing quality education within the diversity of learners, education differentiation 
has become one of the most significant criteria for the accessibility of education. 
However, differentiation is one of the most dangerous components of education for 
the creation of internal segregation and the stigmatisation of some learners. Florian 
and Black-Hawkins (2011) and Florian (2019) state that when, due to certain rea-
sons, an educational action is exclusively directed towards some learners, a fact of 
exclusion is created.

‘Differentiated instruction’ is the most frequently applied differentiation 
approach Griful-Freixenet et al. (2020). Tomlinson (2000) claims that the educa-
tional needs of an individual learner or a small group of learners comprise the object 
of differentiated instruction. The construct of this approach consists of four 
components:

 1. Content—what the student needs to learn or how the student will get access to 
the information

 2. Process—activities in which the student engages to make sense of or master 
the content
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 3. Products—culminating projects that ask the student to rehearse, apply, and 
extend what he or she has learned in a unit

 4. Learning environment—the way the classroom works and feels (Tomlinson, 
2000, p. 2)

Efficient education through the application of a differentiated instruction 
approach is achieved when the teacher gives continuous consideration to whom they 
teach, where, what, and how they teach it (Tomlinson & McTighe 2006). The 
teacher, being well aware of the learners whose education has to be differentiated, 
plans the curriculum and educational methods that are most favourable to the stu-
dent. But the fact that the teacher’s differentiating action is targeted either at a 
learner individually or at a small group of learners calls for particular attention to be 
paid to the education organisation when implementing the programme. In cases 
where education is grounded on a traditional education strategy, a teacher has to 
allocate individual time to learners taught through differentiated instruction. 
Research shows that the implementation of education that is oriented towards sepa-
rate learners causes difficulties for teachers in terms of attention distribution, time 
planning, and the development of learners’ social relations (Kaffemanienė, 2005; 
Mills et al., 2014; Aas, 2019; Westbroek et al., 2020).

For this reason, instead of focusing on individual support to SEN learners, cur-
riculum and means for its implementation are planned, which allows embracing the 
diversity of needs and inclinations of the whole group of learners and establishing 
conditions that result in minimising learning barriers to all learners (Meyer et al., 
2014; Sanger, 2020). In other words, there is a transition from being aware of the 
individual differences of some students to acknowledging the diversity of all the 
learners, from meeting individual needs to creating a barrier-free educational envi-
ronment that answers the individual needs of all learners.

Rapp (2014) and Griful-Freixenet et al. (2020) affirm that differentiation based 
on the UDL principle does not deny the possibility of applying differentiated 
instruction in cases where the individual needs of learners require it. However, 
according to Griful-Freixenet et al. (2020), although the problem of balancing dif-
ferentiated instruction and the application of a barrier-free educational environment 
still requires a more comprehensive and empirical evidence-based answer, it is com-
pletely clear that striving for successful learning of every schoolchild and creating a 
barrier-free learning environment that is favourable to participation of all the learn-
ers, abilities of education differentiation become an essential component of teach-
er’s competence. These abilities are essential criteria for a learner’s success and a 
teacher’s professionalism (Swanson et al., 2020). Following Van Boxtel and Sugita 
(2019) and Galkienė (2018), a teacher-professional applies learner-empowering 
principles of differentiation in all stages of education, starting with planning, organ-
isation of education and evaluation of learners’ progress.

1 Preconditions of Transforming the Educational Process by Applying Inclusive…
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1.5  Transformation of Educational Goals in the Contexts 
of Traditional Education and UDL

The choice of the education differentiation approach depends on the strategy of 
education a teacher acknowledges and applies. Teachers who prioritise traditional 
education, based on the essential goal to provide academic knowledge through a 
teacher-centred educational approach, according to Aas (2019), tend to focus on 
individual needs and difficulties. Such teachers link the education of the learners 
who face difficulties with the application of targeted intervention and correction, 
which should help the learner to overcome difficulties, even though such difficulties 
are produced by the same teacher organising education in a traditional way. 
According to these teachers, the planning of individual education takes too much 
time, and the implementation of this plan is impossible during regular lessons. 
Therefore, it is decided in advance that certain lessons are of no use to some learn-
ers. This results from the fact that in the system of traditional education, educational 
goals and ways of their implementation are oriented towards an average learner 
(Hitchcock et al., 2002).

Meanwhile, Aas (2019) suggests that the teachers distinguished by the context- 
based understanding of learners’ needs tend to carry out general adaptations while 
planning a lesson and introduce them not as individual interventions but as an inte-
gral part of their lesson plan. According to Swanson et al. (2020), the teachers who 
base their activity on a student-centred approach strive for quality education for all 
and everybody (the exceptionally gifted and those with SEN) through the efficiency 
of suggested methods, education differentiation, cultural relevance, social- emotional 
learning and relevant content. Teachers applying the UDL strategy are the ones who 
empower their learners. Rapp (2014) states that by being aware of how and why 
their students learn, the teacher plans the curriculum in a way that ensures active and 
equal participation of all the learners in the process of education, versus the experi-
ence, when general educational goals are adapted to some learners and implemented 
at a separate time. According to Meyer et al. (2014), the essential goal in the UDL 
strategy is not a fact that has to be memorised by a learner, but the process of pursu-
ing the goal in the most appropriate way for them. According to the authors, the 
flexible use of education methods and aids to attain the set educational goals mini-
mises educational barriers and opens the door for full participation of not only SEN 
students but also improves learning opportunities for all learners.

1.6  The Construct of UDL Approach Implementation

Rose and Strangman (2007) state that the construct of guidelines for the implemen-
tation of UDL is based on three anatomically and physiologically different neuro-
cognitive systems that are present in every cognitive act. An educational response 
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while prioritising the interaction of recognition, strategic, and emotional networks, 
and organising education within the UDL approach is determined through the three 
main UDL principles:

• Provide multiple means of engagement (the ‘why’ of learning)
• Provide multiple means of representation (the ‘what’ of learning)
• Provide multiple means of action and expression (the ‘how’ of learning) (Meyer 

et al., 2014, p. 51)

These principles serve as a basis for the specific guidelines for UDL implementa-
tion formulated by CAST (2018). They consist of three areas that aim at the imple-
mentation of every principle. Three checkpoints are suggested in every area that 
recommend educational variations for the implementation of every principle. 
Following these guidelines and considering the learners’ diversity, teachers design 
flexible curricula, methods, aids, and environments, encouraging learners to attain 
challenging goals (Hitchcock et al., 2002; Rose & Strangman, 2007; Dalton, 2017).

 

Recognition Networks receive signals coming through sensory organs, and their 
interpretation enables the recognition of objects and their models (letters, mathe-
matical expressions, historical facts, figures, etc.). Recognition of models embraces 
all the areas of academic curriculum. Neurological and experiential differences in 
human cognitive activities predetermine differences in learning activity. Neurological 
differences are related to individual variations in the structure and function of rec-
ognition networks and result in differences in the management of cognitive activi-
ties. Experiential differences, i.e. accumulated experience and information stored in 
memory, allow recognising previously known models anew and reconstructing 
them. Neurological or physiological problems of recognition networks may lead to 
a whole range of learning disorders, e.g., dyslexia, dysgraphia, etc. Re-cognition is 
the main but not the only component of such cognition (Rose & Strangman, 2007).

Provide Multiple 
Means of 

Representation

 

The educational response to neurological differences in human cognitive activity 
would be providing multiple means of representation. According to Meier and Rossi 
(2020), learners’ informing starts with the formulation of a clear goal. The UDL 
principle requires the goal to be flexible and achievable by applying various strate-
gies of problem solving and ways of learning. However, Meyer et al. (2014) argue 
that ways of information perception and learning differ among learners to a big 
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extent. These differences are preconditioned by previously acquired basic informa-
tion, the ability to reproduce this information, to find and use models important for 
its understanding and to employ ways for perceiving new information. To meet the 
diversity, a range of ways to present information are employed, using IT and other 
technologies that help to supplement information with text, language, animation, 
and image, and using various means of information emphasis and marking. In some 
cases, it is useful to present the same information with the help of several media, for 
example, sound and image.

The results of the research by Finnegan and Dieker (2019) evidence the signifi-
cance of methods applied by the teacher to the perception of information, for exam-
ple, empowerment of learners to gather information from various sources, to 
interpret it, to make concept maps, and to verbalise them. Active engagement of 
learners in the analysis of information leads to a deep and rich understanding and 
perception of it.

 

Strategic Networks comprise a set of neuronic networks, which physically and 
cognitively react to the recognised information models and control an act of com-
plex response to the surrounding world. These networks enable people to plan, 
coordinate, and independently observe and implement physical movements and 
cognitive actions. They are related to executive functions of the highest level, which 
are involved while establishing the goals of activity, developing a strategy for their 
implementation, observing their implementation and progress or making decisions 
related to revision of goals, if necessary.

Differences in strategic networks while learning may result in variations in activ-
ity implementation at different levels, that is, from ordinary text writing to planning, 
organisation, creation of alternative ways, and search for support (Rose & 
Strangman, 2007).

Provide 
multiple means 

of action
and expression

 

The educational response to neurological differences in human cognitive activity 
would be providing  multiple means of action and expression. Boothe et al. (2018) 
and Sanger (2020) emphasised that an important stage in the process of successful 
learning is for learners to express what they have understood and learnt. Two forms 
of knowledge expression are usually applied: the conveyance of thoughts orally or 
in writing. However, taking into account variations in schoolchildren’s learning 
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activities, it is necessary to provide them with the possibility of demonstrating their 
knowledge and activity results employing other ways as well: through physical 
expression, communication, artistic solutions, etc. In such cases, when a teacher 
creates conditions for learners to express themselves in ways favourable to them and 
chosen personally, it not only becomes possible for learners to efficiently adapt their 
own knowledge and to express it but also, according to Finnegan et al. (2019), to 
inform their teacher about how they learn.

 

Affective Networks are responsible for decisions to manipulate models that are 
recognised and generated with the help of recognition and strategic networks. From 
a neurological perspective, affective networks regulate emotions and activate hor-
mones that have an impact on a biological response, determine our primary emo-
tional state, and form emotional reactions to the surrounding world. Learners’ 
emotions and emotional regulation are very subjective and depend on biological 
and environmental factors. All of this predetermines differences in how individuals 
filtrate the world, make decisions, and learn. Following their emotions, motivation, 
and biological drives, learners establish priorities, maintain their activity if a chal-
lenge motivates them, or retreat if a challenge seems to be too difficult. Therefore, 
according to Vygotsky’s (1962) recommendations, it is very important to consider 
the boundaries of every learners’ zone of proximate development because a sur-
mountable task assigned to a learner and accessible educational environment 
evokes motivation and contributes to achievement of good results. Meyer et  al. 
(2014) claim that learners’ involvement in the process of learning is an essential 
component of efficient learning (Rose & Strangman, 2007).

Provide multiple 
means of 

engagement

 

The educational response to neurological differences in human cognitive activity 
would be providing  multiple means of engagement. Schoolchildren’s engagement 
in learning activities is strengthened not only by the compliance between topics and 
activities and their interests but also by other learning components. According to 
Hovey and Ferguson (2014), when applying the strategy of research-based learning, 
the majority of learners express a very positive attitude towards learning. They 
emphasise very active learning in various environments, collaboration with others 
and the possibility of sharing relevant ideas. The research by Ramdass and 
Zimmerman (2008) reveals that teaching children to search for various strategies for 
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problem solution and to evaluate their own  self- efficacy, and to observe their own 
progress next to academic teaching, learners’ self-regulation and their learning effi-
ciency are strengthened. Ramdass and Zimmerman (2008, p. 37) state that ‘class-
room practice must not only cultivate the knowledge to succeed but should nurture 
the belief that one can succeed’. According to Farmer et al. (2018), favourable social 
relations built up in joint activities are necessary to ensure the learner’s success at 
school. Gay (2013) claims that when the teacher applies culturally responsive teach-
ing in an atmosphere where the diversity of learners is discussed as a value and the 
emphasis is placed on strengths rather than weaknesses, following the idea that suc-
cess begets success, the self-confidence of learners with external differences related 
to their health, social, and cultural status or race is enhanced. This is significant 
because the research carried out by Farmer et al. (2018) shows that the personal nar-
rative of learners is formed in social relations, which, according to Nieminen and 
Pesonen (2020), is of utmost importance to students’ engagement in learning activi-
ties and coping with educational barriers.

1.7  The Concept of Successful Learning in UDL Approach

In the contemporary world, the conception of successful learning has acquired a 
much wider meaning that goes beyond the knowledge learnt. Meyer et al. (2014) 
emphasise that the learning of the provided content has not lost its meaning, but 
the emphasis is laid on another goal—to teach students to learn and to become 
expert learners. García-Campos et al. (2020) point out that the UDL strategy is 
favourable for encouraging learners to continuously make meaningful, in-depth 
and emotion- based decisions. After the teacher creates possibilities for constant 
reflections on their own learning, students’ engagement in their own learning is 
promoted, which leads to the development of ‘the motivation, the practice, the 
reflection, the self- efficacy, the self-regulation, the self-determination, the execu-
tive functioning, the comprehension, and the situational awareness’ Meyer et al. 
(2014, p. 15).

Education organised within the UDL approach is grounded on the priority of 
learners’ individuality. Therefore, it is natural that, for this reason, barriers may 
emerge in the educational environment that prevent certain learners from attaining 
their set goals. García-Campos et al. (2020) state that UDL is a system that focuses 
on the elimination of barriers to schoolchildren’s learning and participation, sug-
gesting direct and implied actions, which may be used in a varied way. For exam-
ple, Meier and Rossi (2020) present the following classification of obstacles: (1) 
skill barriers; (2) curriculum barriers; (3) individual barriers. Planning a specific 
lesson, the teacher creates the matrices of possible barriers, considering the pecu-
liarities of their learners. The first ‘Teaching’ matrix includes barriers of the first 
and second groups and is linked to potential obstacles due to previously acquired 
knowledge and developed skills, curriculum, or applied methods. The second 
‘Individual’ matrix is related to the individual qualities of a learner. Scaffolds are 
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foreseen by the teacher to overcome the learning challenges without simplifying 
the established goals. In most cases, the successful application of scaffolds accord-
ing to the first matrix leads to the natural reduction of obstacles assigned to the 
second matrix.

Al-Azawei et al. (2016) suggest that when education is planned for a diversity of 
students with UDL from the very beginning, barriers are reduced for schoolchildren 
with ordinary and special educational needs, and success opportunities are created 
for all learners.

The development of the skills of an expert in learning is a result of the successful 
implementation of the UDL principle (CAST, 2018). Consistent application of UDL 
principles and continuously encouraging reflection on teaching and learning prac-
tice together with learners allow the latter to be well aware of their learning process, 
to constantly improve it, and to engage in joint work of teachers and learners, as 
well as the evaluation of its results (García-Campos et al., 2020).

The results of scientific research on the assessment of education efficiency reveal 
that the application of the UDL approach builds learners’ self-efficacy and their 
ability to represent themselves, cultivates their interest in new information and the 
level of its understanding, as well as their ability to generate, model, and present 
information in various ways (Capp, 2017). Such learners are characterised by an 
increased satisfaction, positive attitude and engagement in the learning process 
(Al-Azawei et al., 2016). When acting together in the learning process, high results 
are achieved by all students, including learners with special educational needs and 
exceptionally gifted ones (Katz, 2013).

1.8  Generalisation: Universal Design for Learning 
in the Context of Traditional Education

While pursuing the quality of inclusive education implementation, science, and 
educational practice are still exposed to problems of interpreting the diversity of 
learners, balancing the interaction between special and general education, and 
implementing the philosophy, principles, and practice of inclusive education at 
school. These issues remain open to the agenda of science and educational practice.

In traditional education system, when fulfilling the needs arising in the diversity 
of students, the components of individual inclusion prevail. In this case, the focus 
falls on the students with the most distinct differences in learning abilities, and 
assistance for them to reach the knowledge and skills outlined in the curricula. The 
implementation of individual inclusion in the context of traditional education fol-
lows the following approach:

 – Learners with disabilities, other special educational needs, or exceptional gifts 
are distinguished by differences in learning activities.

 – The reasons for learning difficulties lie in the nature of a learner and in his/her 
social or cultural experience.
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 – Learners’ needs comprise the object of education differentiation.
 – The goal of education is learning established facts and acquisition of abilities.
 – Education is actualised by established learning standards, the results of tests or 

examinations.
 – Teacher-centred education. The teacher sets general and individually adapted 

educational goals, chooses appropriate methods, and suggests educational aids.
 – The teacher and specialists provide necessary help to a specific learner.

Whereas in the case of universal design for learning, the concept of inclusion for 
all is followed, which is based on the belief that opens possibilities for individual, 
success-oriented self-expression of all students in the joint process of learning:

 – Differences in learning activities are preconditioned by biological, social, and 
cultural factors and are typical of all the learners. Students with disabilities or 
exceptionally gifted ones are characterised by more vivid and specific differ-
ences, but they make up a part of the same group of learners.

 – The reasons for learning difficulties lie in the educational environment, which 
creates barriers to access necessary knowledge, to recognise objects and their 
models, to manipulate, construct and design them as well as demonstrate the 
obtained results.

 – The educational environment is the object of education differentiation: educa-
tional methods, sources of knowledge, aids—their flexible interaction that 
ensures barrier-free education for all and leads to the same goal.

 – The goal of education is the process of student’s learning: fact-finding, critical 
reflection on them, finding solutions to an assignment or problem, etc.

 – Learning when interested and engaged in the process is an essential component 
of efficient learning. Actualisation of education in the learner’s experience is one 
of the components of pedagogical act.

 – The outcome of UDL is to educate and develop a student as an expert in learning. 
Organisation of child-centred education is directed to encouraging a student to 
be an active participant in education organisation: contextualisation of learning 
goals based on own experience and interests, choices of ways of activity and 
aids, reflection on activity and results.

 – Culture of collaboration is implemented through the preparation of the environ-
ment that is favourable for collaboration, introducing scaffolds to overcome pos-
sible barriers. The teacher is a partner in learner collaboration.

The efficiency of implementing this education approach while developing inclu-
sive education for success of all learners is evidenced by the results of numerous 
studies (Rao et al., 2020; Katz, 2013; Capp, 2017; Al-Azawei et al., 2016). This 
education approach, as a scientifically substantiated system of guidelines for educa-
tional practice, is included into the federal educational policy in the USA and is 
suggested to be used as a basis in teacher training and qualification development 
programmes (Smith et al., 2019). The use of the UDL approach is widespread in the 
USA. More frequently used concepts in Europe (known as ‘Inclusive Design’ in the 
United Kingdom and ‘Design for All’ in the majority of European countries) define 
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the accessibility of the environment and information to all and change thinking 
about inclusive education as well as the means for its implementation (Clarkson & 
Coleman, 2015).

In this action research, the concept of the UDL is understood as an educational 
approach to the implementation of quality inclusive education. The discussions in 
the international group of researchers, including pedagogues and researchers 
engaged in teacher training from four European countries, and Center for Applied 
Special Technology (CAST) specialists who developed the UDL framework and 
guidelines, made it clear that when introducing a new approach for inclusive educa-
tion development at school, the social, cultural, and educational context of the coun-
try becomes relevant. Thus, the school in Vienna is already applying individual 
elements of the UDL in its education system; therefore, to further develop the inclu-
sive education system, it is reasonable to reconceptualise the existing one. In 
Finland, the model of teachers’ inclusive competency development is systemati-
cally reviewed. This action research adds elements of UDL approach to the cur-
rently developed Finnish teacher competency model, thus expanding and specifying 
the direction for shaping teachers’ beliefs and practices significant to inclusive edu-
cation. In Poland and Lithuania, inclusive education systems are still affected by the 
traditional construct of individual inclusion. This causes serious barriers to the 
development of inclusion for all in the countries. Therefore, the group of Polish 
researchers resolved to purposefully introduce and analyse the UDL approach in the 
school education system by applying all three UDL principles. In the study, the 
research results are presented as three stages in the education process transforma-
tion when applying the UDL in the context of continuous change. In Lithuania, a 
student achievement analysis is continuously carried out, which shows insufficient 
in-depth learning and its results among students. This action research analyses how 
expert learner skills are developed by implementing inclusive education through the 
UDL approach. It focuses on three goals set out in the UDL approach: to educate an 
expert learner who is resourceful and knowledgeable, strategic, and goal-directed, 
and purposeful and motivated. Different parts of the action research aimed at reveal-
ing different groups of expert learner skills are presented in the study. Overall, the 
study provides a diversified picture of applying the UDL approach for improving 
inclusive education, which is valuable in both scientific and practical terms.
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