
Designing for Inclusive Learning Environments 
Facilitator: Angie Wong, General Educa�on  
Speakers:  

• Joy Chadwick, Educa�on 
• Kelsey McColgan, Communica�on Studies  
• Liza Choi, Nursing and Midwifery  

This session on designing inclusive learning environments brings together voices from across the Mount 
Royal community to discuss best past and current practices on the challenges of inclusive learning. In this 
dialogue, we will share a dynamic range of strategies, methods, and personal experiences for creating an 
inclusive learning environment in your classroom.  

How do you get to know and understand your students? 
• Part of this is about rela�onship and community building 

and this cannot be rushed: it takes �me to build.  
• It is important to give up power and authority to develop 

reciprocity and trust building.  
• In terms of wri�ng, at the beginning of the first class I ask 

them to share a fascina�ng fact about themselves. This could include family, favorite things or 
memories, future, focus or fun.  

o Students can draw or write but they only have 5 minutes to do it.  
o They can talk about their past/present/future.  

• We can also invite students to share informa�on about themselves, such as how many of you 
can speak more than 1 language – this shows where students have commonali�es and can lead 
into future discussions.  

o This is an interac�ve approach that connects students and builds community(ies) 
• Invite students to pass a tennis ball and to share expecta�ons of themselves and of the students 

in the space we inhabit together – we invite people to consider what their role is in the space.  
o When someone drops the ball, we say that it is okay: this is a space where it is safe to 

make a mistake and it is safe to learn. We all come to this space with different skills.  
o This creates a welcoming and open space where we can learn together and not be 

perfect all the �me.  
• Pu�ng name tags/table tents on the desks and include on the inside of the ‘table tent’ some 

prompts for how they can interact in the class.  

 

 

Let students know (by way of demonstration if you can) that this is a space where it is safe 
to make mistakes: it is safe to learn. We all come to this space with different skills. 

It is important to give up power 
and authority to develop 
reciprocity and trust building.  

 



 

Jamboard below: session atendee input on how we connect with students at the beginning of a course  

 

Consider Asking Students to Provide Student Profile Slides: 

- Get students to fill these out before class  
- Share them in the class  
- Encourage students to discuss and share on specific /light topics  

 



 

Thinking around UDL – the visual, the auditory, and the engagement  
We need to consider all approaches in our teaching and being able to engage in these UDL approaches 
effec�vely requires a strong founda�on: knowing your students well and ge�ng to know them beter 
throughout the class helps you ensure that you are able to provide an accessible learning experience and 
respond to students’ concerns as they arise.  

Assignments to Support Ongoing Awareness of Students’ Experiences and Learning 

• Get to know their understanding of curriculum and content through learning logs. Posing a 
ques�on at the end of every week on concepts. Ask students to triangulate and synthesize their 
informa�on and to do so in crea�ve ways.  

• Provide an ongoing Google doc throughout the term where students add ques�ons and these 
are reviewed by the faculty who then connects back to these at the beginning of every week. 
This helps to understand where the students are at and can help to address any barriers to 
learning which may be 
occurring.  

 

 

 

How do you plan your courses with inclusivity in mind?  
Be mindful of students’ language (if they are ESL this can impact their engagement with course content)  

Provide case studies related to a par�cular group that connects to the students. For instance, use a case 
study that helps understand different approaches and differing ways of experiencing the world. Promote 
a learning experience where students see themselves, or various aspects of their iden��es, in the course 
content.  

Consider itera�ve assessment/ongoing discussion 
logs to have an ongoing sense of student learning.   



 

Inclusion: 
“An�cipate who will show up and how you can welcome them.” 

Addressing and Responding to Neurodivergence and Mental Health Challenges.  
- In recent surveys of students there are anecdotally 1/10 having learning disabili�es and 3/10 

have mental health challenges. Knowing this we need to consider how we approach content.  
- We need to be aware of expert bias – things we consider simple are and can be very difficult 

from the perspec�ve of comprehension this content can also be challenging from an emo�onal 
perspec�ve and corresponds to neurodivergent issues.  

- Large projects can be paralyzing for students who do not act and procras�nate. To address this 
we need to build in itera�ve processes. Break large projects into smaller steps and force them to 
work itera�vely.  

o Empathy is not enough. We need to go beyond the intent to an�cipate needs to get to 
know and understand where our students are coming from and what needs they have 
that we can and should an�cipate 

o Remember, it is nerve racking to share unfinished work so forced itera�ve processes can 
be difficult. Deliver itera�ve assessment with this in mind.  

- To help understand the different situa�ons that can happen it is helpful to have unconscious 
bias training, but we need to con�nue to learn and commit to con�nuous improvement. To do 
this in the most effec�ve way we need to know our students and have a rela�onship of trust 
so we can learn from them where we are doing well and where we can improve as educators.   

 

How do you respond to student needs when assessing student learning?  
- Ac�ve movement and visual learning are important in pedagogy but in terms of assessment it is 

helpful to provide choice.  



- Allowing students to have choice in their assessment allows them to make personal connec�ons 
which connects them more to the content:  

o Iden�fica�on of different excep�onali�es is important in pedagogy that is truly UDL.  
o Write a leter from the voice of the learner back to the teacher about what they need in 

the delivery of content to the individual as a learner.  
o See Alterna�ve Assessment Prac�ces Notes from an earlier PD Session.  

 
- Visual Journals  

o This is a synthesis assignment. 
Students can do this by hand or 
using digital technologies.  
 

- Mini – presenta�ons (pecha-kucha) 
o This was stressful for the 

students but it was a good 
experience – it gave them a 
chance to present what they had spent �me researching in a quick and condensed way.  

 

 
Crea�ng a Trus�ng and Engaging Space  

- Need to consider the varia�on/demographics of your student group. 
- At the end of the first class in the first semester – ask students to write on a card or say out loud 

a word or phrase about how they perceived the learning from the day (e.g. some students may 
say “the agenda,” “inspiring,” “�ring,” or “I feel safe”). These words let you know what you need 
to prepare to beter engage them where needed and to know how they perceived the process. 
We do not need to wait un�l the end of the 13 weeks of teaching to get this feedback – We 



can invite and allow this feedback from our students. This makes them feel heard, 
acknowledged, and supported.  

Crea�ng Opportuni�es to Engage:  

- Le�ng students know that they are not expected to be perfect and that they do not need to be 
on point all the �me.  

- Let them know that learning is itera�ve and there will be progress throughout the term. 

Being able to give and receive cri�que as a gi�  

- Some students may have accommoda�ons where they may not receive cri�que well or they may 
not be able to be called on in class for a comment. Rather than having a synchronous and instant 
exchange of feedback provide �me. Have quiet �me to allow students to consider their thoughts 
before providing cri�ques to peers and perhaps providing those cri�ques via an online forum. 
This allows students to more thoroughly process things and develop appropriate cri�ques.  

 

Designing for the margins often benefits everyone in meaningful ways. 

You can make progress on designing for the margins by developing metacognitive reflective practices so 
that you can work with students to come up with better processes and outcomes. 
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