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Abstract 

Increasing linguistic diversity in Irish primary classrooms poses challenges in 

addressing the needs of English as an Additional Language learners. Universal 

Design for Learning claims to meet the needs of all learners and is gaining 

momentum in Irish education spheres. This study investigates UDL's efficacy in 

supporting EAL learner participation through an online survey (n=19) and semi-

structured interviews (n=2). Frequency and thematic analysis reveal consistent use 

of several UDL guidelines. The discussion highlights UDL's capacity to foster safe, 

inclusive learning environments where learners comprehend tasks and express 

themselves meaningfully. This study contributes to the growing recognition of UDL's 

potential to enhance inclusive education practices.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

1.1 Introduction 
 
Increasing linguistic diversity in Irish primary classrooms presents challenges in 

addressing the needs of English as an Additional Language (EAL) learners (Lopes-

Murphy, 2012). Pupils with EAL needs can be locked out of lessons due to the 

language barrier between them and their classmates, their teacher, and the 

curriculum. Universal Design for Learning (UDL) claims to provide educators with a 

framework to break down barriers to learning and increase the accessibility of the 

curriculum for all pupils (Meyer, Rose, and Gordon, 2014). This research aims to 

explore the potential UDL has for supporting EAL learner participation in Irish primary 

schools. 

 

1.2 Origin of the dissertation 
 
The idea for this research arose after the researcher was asked to incorporate UDL 

into their school placement lesson plans. This took the place of a section devoted to 

differentiation, which sparked curiosity about why one had replaced the other. 

Discussions with school placement tutors and a research supervisor helped build an 

understanding that there may be a lack of knowledge at the primary level about the 

role of UDL in addressing different learning needs. The researcher's background in 

EAL teaching in non-English-speaking countries as well as experience working as a 

Language Support Teacher (LST) in Irish primary schools created a desire to explore 

how UDL could support the inclusion of EAL learners. 

 

1.3 Background to the project  
 
A literature review revealed a paucity of research on UDL in Irish primary education. 

Some research points towards the language of UDL emerging in new curriculum 

documents (Howe and Griffin, 2020) while others indicate it is gaining momentum 

(Flood and Banks, 2021). Concurrently, Irish society has recently assumed a degree 

of linguistic diversity that is historically unprecedented and likely to pose a challenge 
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to the education system (Little and Kirwan, 2019). Most Irish primary schools have 

EAL learners and, in some schools, there are a majority of EAL learners (NCCA, 

2019). A meta-analysis on EAL learning support indicates there are prevailing 

organisational and pedagogical challenges in providing for the changing school 

population (Gardiner-Hyland, 2021). Rao and Torres (2017) posit that UDL holds 

much promise to meet the needs of linguistically diverse learners while supporting 

the needs of the whole class. 

 

1.4 Rationale  
 
The prevailing model of inclusive mainstream education is based on differentiated 

instruction (DI) (Howe and Griffin, 2022), but due to the heterogeneous nature of 

most classrooms, it has received much criticism (Day and Prunty, 2015; McCoy, 

Smyth, and Banks, 2012; Westwood, 2013). UDL purports to address learner 

diversity and could therefore replace DI but there is a lack of evidence to justify doing 

so (Edyburn, 2010; Flood and Banks, 2021). This grey area creates a need for 

further research that investigates whether UDL can play a pivotal role in inclusive 

primary education. The large proportion of EAL learners in classrooms, combined 

with the researcher's background in working with this demographic, offers a platform 

to explore this gap.  

1.5 Structure of the dissertation 
 
The dissertation is broken into six chapters that begin with this introduction. Chapter 

two, a literature review, gives an overview of EAL learning in the Irish primary sector. 

The history of UDL and claims of its potential to address EAL learning needs will 

then be examined. The chapter concludes by presenting the research questions. 

Chapter three outlines and justifies the mixed-methods approach to the research. It 

describes how an online survey and semi-structured interviews were chosen, 

developed, delivered, and analysed. Chapter four presents and critically analyses 

both the quantitative and qualitative findings. Chapter five discusses these findings in 

relation to relevant literature, while chapter six addresses the conclusions, 

recommendations, and limitations of the study. Finally, the dissertation ends by 
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outlining the opportunities and challenges for UDL as a means of supporting EAL 

learner participation. 

 

1.6 Conclusion  

 

This dissertation is an exploration of a relatively new phenomenon in Irish education. 

UDL holds promise for inclusive education that goes beyond the current system, 

which is under pressure to address greater linguistic diversity in classrooms.  

However, its potential is hindered by a lack of research at the primary level and an 

evidence base of effective pupil outcomes (Flood and Banks, 2021). This research 

aims to help fill this gap and to develop the researcher's own practice through 

exploring UDL use as a means to support the participation of EAL learners.  

  



 10 

Chapter 2: Literature review 
 

2.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter begins by describing the changing linguistic landscape in Irish 

education and the systems of inclusive education currently in place. The history of 

UDL is explored, along with a detailed description of its principles and the 

instructional framework (CAST, 2018). This is followed by a discussion of literature, 

which describes how UDL can support EAL learner participation. The increasing 

need for inclusive education and the ability of UDL to meet said needs are also 

discussed. The chapter concludes by outlining the research question and reiterating 

the aims of the study in light of the reviewed literature. 

2.2 EAL and Irish primary education  
 
A rapid increase in global mobility means that linguistic diversity in schools has 

consistently risen over the past few decades (Lucas, Villegas, and Freedson-

Gonzalez, 2008). In 2021, Ireland continued to have one of the highest percentages 

of foreign-born residents (18 percent) among EU member states (ESRI, 2023). This 

degree of linguistic diversity is historically unprecedented and likely to pose a 

challenge to the education system (Little and Kirwan, 2019). Given the level of need, 

it can be a challenge for teachers to design instruction that supports these pupils 

while concurrently addressing core curriculum content and skills (Lopes-Murphy, 

2012). 

 

Many Irish primary schools have some pupils who speak languages other than the 

language of instruction, with some schools having a majority of these pupils (NCCA, 

2019). EAL learners are defined in this dissertation as those who are known or 

believed to speak a language other than English at home (Arnot et al., 2014). The 

presence of EAL learners in Irish classrooms is becoming a norm for teachers and 

could be on the rise, as figures show over 14,000 children arriving from Ukraine in 

the academic year 2022/2023, with 65 percent of these pupils now attending primary 

schools (Central Statistics Office, 2024).  
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Pupils with additional language needs offer benefits to schools in terms of increasing 

awareness of cultural and linguistic diversity. When provided with equitable access to 

learning, EAL learners provide diverse perspectives that enrich classroom 

discussions and encourage intercultural competence among all students (Veliz, 

Bonar, and Premier, 2023). Nevertheless, teachers can struggle to organise 

meaningful learning experiences that meet the needs of these pupils due to the 

language barrier. Pupils from EAL backgrounds have been found to experience 

social isolation (McGorman and Sugrue, 2007), with newcomer children being 

particularly vulnerable to exclusion in the classroom (Paradis, 2005). 

 

2.3 Inclusive education in Ireland 
 
An inclusive school environment should reflect and affirm the linguistic, ethnic and 

cultural diversity of all pupils (DES, 2009). The class teacher has primary 

responsibility for the education of all pupils, including EAL pupils but Language 

Support Teachers (LSTs) can act in a supportive role to reinforce EAL pupil learning 

within the classroom (ibid.). Mainstream teachers are advised to 

work co-operatively and effectively with the EAL support teacher through practices 

such as team teaching (DE Inspectorate, 2024). However, it has been found that the 

withdrawal of EAL learners in groups to receive specific support continues to be used 

more often than methods where the pupils remain in the classroom (DE Inspectorate 

2024; Smyth et al., 2009). Withdrawn pupils are at risk of falling behind on the 

curriculum content and being alienated from their peers (Wright and Baker, 2017).  

 

Within the mainstream classroom, the focus of inclusive education policy in Ireland 

has been on differentiated instruction (DI) (DES, 2017). DI is defined as the practice 

of understanding the unique needs of pupils and adjusting instruction to meet those 

needs (Tomlinson et al., 2003). DI has evolved as both a philosophy and teaching 

approach to involve teachers modifying curricula, methods, and resources to cater to 

diverse pupil learning needs (Tomlinson, 2017). The Professional Development 

Service for Teachers (PDST) provides documents like 'Differentiation in Action' 

(PDST, no date) to support the implementation of DI. Initial research supported DI's 

ability to address diverse learning needs and the problems of a one-size-fits-all 



 12 

curriculum (Santamaria, 2009), but over time the approach has come under 

increasing criticism. 

 

Despite its prime place in Irish systems of inclusive education, teachers find it 

unrealistic to differentiate for all the pupils in their classrooms who require support 

(Day and Prunty, 2015). It can be hard to enact on a daily basis because of the 

heterogeneous nature of most classrooms (Taylor, 2017). This is based on the idea 

that it is almost impossible to accommodate the range of variables that need to be 

considered when devising activities that meet individual learning needs (Galton and 

Williamson, 1992). Teachers often need to prepare a demanding amount of 

resources to meet the needs of these pupils (Bonicci, 2022). Issues with withdrawing 

EAL pupils for support and with implementing DI have led to alternative approaches 

to inclusion being explored. 

2.4 Universal design for learning  
 
One alternative to DI is that of UDL. This concept was born out of Universal Design, 

an architectural principle that was designed to create accessible and accommodating 

environments for everyone, regardless of their ability (Martin, 2016).  The 

subsequent educational approach, UDL, aims to cater to the diverse needs of all 

learners by proactively designing learning environments, instructional methods, and 

assessments (Flood and Banks, 2021). In contrast to DI, UDL focuses on making the 

curriculum accessible to all rather than changing it for some (Meyer, Rose, and 

Gordon, 2014). The UDL instructional framework (see Figure 1, CAST, 2018) is 

comprised of three principles relating to engagement, representation and, action and 

expression. Each principle has three checkpoints, which give general guidance on 

how to implement the principles. Within each checkpoint, there are a number of 

specific guidelines which provide practical advice for implementing UDL.  
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Provide multiple means of 
Engagement 

Provide multiple means of 
Representation 

Provide multiple means of 
Action and Expression 

 
Affective Networks Recognition Networks Strategic Networks  

The "WHY" of Learning The "WHAT" of Learning The "HOW" of Learning  

    

Provide options for Recruiting 
Interest: 

Provide options for Perception: 
Provide options for Physical 
Action: 

 

• Optimise individual 
choice and autonomy 
(7.1) 

• Offer ways of 
customising the display 
of information (1.1) 

• Vary the methods for 
response and 
navigation (4.1) 

 

• Optimise relevance, 
value, and authenticity 
(7.2) 

• Offer alternatives for 
auditory information 
(1.2) 

• Optimise access to 
tools and assistive 
technologies (4.2) 

 

• Minimise threats and 
distractions (7.3) 

• Offer alternatives for 
visual information (1.3) 

   

    

Provide options for Sustaining 
Effort and Persistence: 

Provide options for Language 
and Symbols: 

Provide options for Expression 
and Communication: 

 

• Heighten salience of 
goals and objectives 
(8.1) 

• Clarify vocabulary and 
symbols (2.1) 

• Use multiple media for 
communication (5.1) 

 

• Vary demands and 
resources to optimise 
challenge (8.2) 

• Clarify syntax and 
structure (2.2) 

• Use multiple tools for 
construction and 
composition (5.2) 

 

• Foster collaboration and 
community (8.3) 

• Support decoding of 
text, mathematical 
notation, and symbols 
(2.3) 

• Build fluencies with 
graduated levels of 
support for practice and 
performance (5.3) 

 

• Increase mastery-
oriented feedback (8.4) 

• Promote understanding 
across languages (2.4) 

  

 • Illustrate through 
multiple media (2.5) 

  

    

Provide options for Self-
Regulation: 

Provide options for 
Comprehension: 

Provide options for Executive 
Functions: 

 

• Promote expectations 
and beliefs that 
optimise motivation 
(9.1) 

• Activate or supply 
background knowledge 
(3.1) 

• Guide appropriate goal-
setting (6.1) 

 

• Facilitate personal 
coping skills and 
strategies (9.2) 

• Highlight patterns, 
critical features, big 
ideas, and relationships 
(3.2) 

• Support planning and 
strategy development 
(6.2) 

 

• Develop self-
assessment and 
reflection (9.3) 

• Guide information 
processing and 
visualisation (3.3) 

• Facilitate managing 
information and 
resources (6.3) 

 

  
• Maximise transfer and 

generalisation (3.4) 

• Enhance capacity for 
monitoring progress 
(6.4) 

 

Figure 1: The Universal Design for Learning guidelines (CAST, 2018). 



 14 

Rose and Meyer (2002) draw parallels between UDL principles and Vygotsky's 

(1978) foundational concepts of learning, which include recognising information, 

employing strategies for processing it, and actively engaging with learning tasks. 

Essentially, these principles represent the cognitive processes that underlie effective 

learning, offering insights into how certain learning approaches can yield positive 

outcomes. Furthermore, these principles underscore the dynamic interplay between 

cognitive and affective domains in the learning process.  

 

Emotions not only influence how learners engage with tasks but also shape their 

cognitive processes (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky emphasised the social and cultural 

aspects of learning, highlighting the importance of interaction and collaboration in 

cognitive development. In the context of UDL, the engagement principle aligns with 

Vygotsky's (ibid.) emphasis on the affective dimension of learning, emphasising the 

role of emotions in fostering engagement and motivation. When tasks are associated 

with positive emotions, such as interest or excitement, learners are more likely to 

remain engaged and motivated (Brillante and Nemeth, 2002).   

 

The representation and action principles echo Vygotsky's (1978) emphasis on the 

cognitive strategies employed by learners in processing information and achieving 

goals. Representation focuses on learners' ability to comprehend and internalise new 

information. By recognising and making sense of concepts, learners can better 

remember and apply them later on (Brilliante and Nemeth, 2002). Clarity in 

understanding aids learners in navigating complex topics with greater ease. 

Furthermore, the action and expression principle highlights the importance of setting 

goals and employing strategies to achieve them. This approach empowers learners 

to take control of their learning journey and experience a sense of accomplishment. 

These principles offer a complementary perspective to Vygotsky's (1978) learning 

theory by delving into the neurobiological underpinnings of effective learning 

strategies. 

 

Over the past two decades, education systems in the USA, Australia, South Africa, 

and Ireland have begun to use UDL as part of their education policies (Bray et al., 

2024). Implementing UDL in primary schools involves designing curriculum material 

that is accessible to all learners and challenges them appropriately (CAST, 2018). 
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Technology based tools can enable teachers to respond to the flexible and numerous 

needs of learners. The PDST outlines a plethora of digital tools which can be used to 

implement UDL in primary school classrooms (PDST, 2021). These include 

immersive readers where pupils can easily access vocabulary definitions, text-to-

speech options, and choose accessible font styles. These strategies allow teachers 

to represent information in a more accessible manner than in traditional formats.  

 

A recent meta-analysis of peer-reviewed studies found that there is substantive 

support for UDL as a research-based practice in inclusive education (King-Sears et 

al., 2023). All learners, including those with and without disabilities, can benefit when 

instructional barriers are proactively and thoughtfully reduced through UDL (Kennedy 

et al., 2014). The application of UDL principles has been shown to increase 

achievement in reading and writing across multiple levels and abilities (Coyne, 

Evans, and Karger, 2017). This suggests that by embracing UDL principles, 

educators can create learning environments that are conducive to the academic 

success of all students. Furthermore, the benefits of UDL extend beyond academic 

performance, encompassing broader aspects of student well-being and engagement. 

By fostering an inclusive and supportive learning environment, UDL promotes a 

sense of belonging and empowerment among learners (Meyer, Rose, and Gordon, 

2014). This not only enhances their academic achievement but can also promote 

positive social interactions. 

 

Conversely, UDL criticisms revolve around its perceived complexity and challenges 

in implementation (LaRon, 2018). Critics, such as Dacus-Hare (2023), express 

concerns regarding the time required to fully comprehend and integrate the 

framework into educational practices. Additionally, Flood and Banks (2021) highlight 

a notable gap in evidence concerning the long-term impact of UDL on pupil 

outcomes. This lack of conclusive data raises questions about the effectiveness of 

UDL in achieving sustained educational benefits. Furthermore, while the discourse 

surrounding UDL is gaining traction within primary curriculum documents, as noted 

by Howe and Griffin (2020), the absence of explicit references to UDL in policy 

documents is conspicuous. This absence may suggest a degree of hesitancy or 

reluctance among policymakers to fully embrace UDL within Irish primary education 

systems. Therefore, despite its conceptual appeal and growing recognition within 
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academic circles, UDL still faces significant barriers to widespread adoption and 

integration into educational policies and practices. 

2.5 UDL and EAL 
 
UDL can help teachers design flexible lesson plans that provide essential support in 

the language and literacy development of EAL learners (Rao and Torres, 2017). This 

is because it is built on the principle that good instruction for these pupils goes 

beyond accommodations or modifications; it starts with ensuring maximum 

accessibility in all areas of instruction and assessment (Doran, 2015). Rao and 

Torres (2017) believe that EAL learners can benefit from UDL as it encourages the 

creation of a safe, non-threatening, yet challenging environment. This is a 

prerequisite for language learning, as outlined in Krashen's (1981) theory of 

language acquisition.  

 

Furthermore, UDL methods can reduce the barriers to students speaking and writing 

by supporting vocabulary development, providing options to express understanding, 

and scaffolding language production (Rao and Torres, 2017). UDL emphasises 

providing multiple means of representation, which involves presenting information in 

various formats (CAST, 2018). This can include visual aids, multimedia resources, 

and hands-on activities that accommodate different language proficiencies and 

learning preferences among EAL learners. By offering diverse ways of accessing 

content, UDL ensures that all students, regardless of their language abilities, can 

effectively comprehend and engage with the curriculum (Meyer, Rose, and Gordon, 

2014). In doing so, UDL offers the potential to draw EAL learners into lessons and 

enhance the learning process.  

 

2.6 UDL in the Irish primary sector 
 
In a review of UDL in an Irish context, Reynor (2019) says that inclusive practices 

can be aided by more knowledge and support for UDL. Despite Ireland’s policy 

commitment to inclusive education, UDL has traditionally focused on the higher 

education sector, with little discussion about the role it could play at primary and 

second-level education to achieve inclusion (Flood and Banks, 2021). The recent 
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development of the Primary Language Curriculum (NCCA, 2019) points to a more 

committed attitude to inclusion by using UDL at primary level (Howe and Griffin, 

2020). The impending rollout of a modern foreign languages curriculum also points 

to an increasing need for primary teachers to be equipped with the tools to facilitate 

learning across language barriers (DE, 2017).  Furthermore, the Teaching Council of 

Ireland (2020) has suggested UDL be a core element of inclusive education in initial 

teacher education going forward. In May 2023, a dedicated UDL project funded by 

the Department of Education was launched to aid in the establishment of a UDL 

School Flag programme, assisting primary and post-primary schools in implementing 

UDL principles and promoting student agency in their learning (Crean, 2023).  

2.7 Purpose of this research  
 
While there is a growing body of literature exploring the theoretical underpinnings 

and benefits of UDL for EAL learners, there remains a notable gap in understanding 

the practical application of UDL in classrooms (Martin, 2016). Griffiths and Leach 

(2022) suggest that teachers may find that they are already using many of the UDL 

principles in their current teaching, but they are not aware of it. Despite the 

recognition of UDL's potential, there is limited insight into the specific strategies 

employed by teachers, how these strategies are implemented, and the factors 

influencing their implementation decisions.  

 

To address these gaps in the literature, this study aims to explore the following 

research questions: 

1. Are UDL guidelines used by primary school teachers to support the 

participation of EAL learners? 

2. Why do teachers implement UDL guidelines in supporting EAL learner 

participation? 

3. How do teachers implement UDL guidelines to support EAL learner 

participation? 
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2.8 Conclusion 
 
By investigating these research questions, this study seeks to provide insights into 

the practical application of UDL in the context of supporting the participation of EAL 

learners in Irish primary schools. This may contribute to a deeper understanding of 

effective strategies for promoting the academic success and participation of EAL 

learners within inclusive learning environments. The following chapter will describe 

the methods chosen to answer the research questions. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 

3.1 Introduction 
 
In this chapter, the mixed-methods approach to the study is outlined while also 

describing the participants and noting limitations and ethical considerations. Given 

the recent introduction of UDL to Irish education (Flood and Banks, 2021), the 

researcher aimed to confirm whether it was being used and to what extent through 

an online survey. For a deeper understanding of how and why teachers use UDL, 

expert opinions were gathered through semi-structured interviews. The frequency 

with which UDL was used was analysed, along with a thematic analysis of interview 

transcripts. 

3.2 Research Paradigm 

The researcher chose a mixed-methods approach within a pragmatist paradigm to 

investigate the utilisation of UDL. Solely relying on positivism might not have 

sufficiently addressed the complexities of UDL in real-world scenarios. Similarly, 

opting for a constructivist approach would have posed challenges in gathering 

meaningful data due to the extensive nature of UDL. The pragmatist paradigm 

prioritises addressing real-world problems and focuses on practical effectiveness 

(Plano Clark, 2017), which was deemed appropriate for this study. Recognising the 

impracticality of exploring the entire UDL framework in depth, the researcher initially 

adopted a quantitative approach through a survey. This approach helped streamline 

the thirty-one UDL guidelines, identifying those most relevant to EAL learners in a 

primary context. By combining quantitative and qualitative methods, the study aimed 

to mitigate the inherent limitations of a single methodological approach (McGrath, 

1982), thereby enhancing the overall validity of the project. 

3.3 Research Design 
 
An online survey was employed to gather quantitative data in the initial phase of the 

study. Online surveys provide researchers with a swift and cost-effective method to 

engage a diverse audience (Nayak and Narayan, 2019). Respondents often prefer 

completing survey questionnaires online due to their convenience, potentially 
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enhancing response rates (Callegaro, Lozar-Manfreda, and Vehovar, 2015). 

Furthermore, the absence of an interviewer helps to mitigate social desirability bias, 

as respondents are less likely to tailor their answers to please an interviewer (Phillips 

and Clancy, 1972). Surveys facilitate the comparison of standardised responses, 

making them ideal for identifying patterns or trends within the data (Evans and 

Mathur, 2018). 

 

Semi-structured interviews were chosen over focus groups and structured 

interviews. This method entails using open-ended questions to elicit detailed 

responses with spontaneity and probing (Harrell and Bradley, 2009). This was 

considered more advantageous than structured interviews, as the flexible nature 

allowed for the researcher to clarify responses and uncover rich qualitative data 

(Bryman, 2016). Focus groups tend to have fewer questions (Alsaawi, 2014), and 

confidentiality can be an issue with this approach (Robson, 2011). Given the 

comprehensive scope of UDL and the central role of children within the study, semi-

structured interviews were deemed the most appropriate and ethical approach. 

3.4 Sampling and participants 
 
Participants for the survey were recruited using purposive, convenience, and 

snowball sampling techniques. The researcher liaised with the school principal 

during their school placement to discuss the possibility of surveying staff members, 

employing convenience sampling due to the school's high number of EAL learners. 

Convenience sampling involves selecting participants based on practical criteria like 

geographical proximity or willingness to participate (Dörnyei, 2007). Upon receiving 

consent from the principal, the survey was distributed to eligible staff members, who 

needed to be qualified primary school teachers with at least one year of experience 

working with EAL pupils in mainstream settings. To meet the quota, participants 

were encouraged to forward the survey to potential candidates, creating a "snowball" 

effect until the required number of responses was attained. 

 

Participants for the interviews were purposefully chosen for their expertise in primary 

school teaching and experience with EAL learners, aligning with the principles of 

iterative analysis (Lingard, Albert, and Levinson, 2008). Participants who completed 
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the quantitative part of the study were chosen for interviews to ensure familiarity with 

the research format. Participants volunteered by selecting an option at the survey's 

conclusion, and those meeting inclusion criteria were contacted and invited to 

partake. Participant A had ten years’ experience and identified as female. Participant 

B had six years’ experience and identified as male. They had worked with numerous 

EAL pupils throughout their careers and taught every year group from junior infants 

to sixth class. Both primarily worked in socio-economically disadvantaged urban 

schools in Ireland. 

3.5 Online Survey 
 
The survey (Appendix A) was created using 'Google Forms' and distributed through 

a shareable link and email invitations on the platform. It was based on the UDL 

guidelines (Cast, 2018), and comprised four sections. The initial section provided 

study information and participant rights, including a digital consent form. 

Demographics, including teaching and EAL experience, were collected in this 

section. Subsequent sections corresponded to UDL principles: engagement, 

representation, and action and expression. Participants rated their use of individual 

UDL guidelines via a Likert scale. Each question included examples of implementing 

UDL in primary settings that were adapted from UDL website (CAST, 2018). 

 

Participants responded to questions (e.g. do you minimise threats and distractions?) 

using a Likert scale that had the following options: 

 

1: Never  

2: Rarely 

3. Sometimes 

4. Regularly 

5. Always 

 

Participants were asked open-ended questions at the end of sections 2-4 so they 

could share additional information that the main questions did not allow for. The 

survey was piloted and feedback led to questions and exemplars being simplified 

and altered for clarity. 
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3.6 Quantitative Data Analysis 
 
The survey data was transferred from Google Forms to Microsoft Excel (version 

16.83) for analysis. It was organised, coded, and cleaned to ensure eligibility based 

on participants' responses. One participant's response was excluded for not meeting 

inclusion criteria, leaving nineteen participants (n = 19) for analysis, with eight having 

LST experience and eleven without. Data analysis aimed to identify prevalent 

methods among participants so responses indicating 'never', 'rarely', or 'sometimes' 

were excluded. Descriptive analysis determined measures of central tendency by 

converting Likert scale responses to numerical data. Subgroup analysis compared 

the responses of LST teachers to those of non-LST teachers using an independent t-

test. The mean and standard deviation of both groups was calculated, and the data 

were checked for outliers to ensure a normal distribution. Data visualisation was 

used to represent findings in accessible formats and these were created using 

design functions in Microsoft Word (version 16.83). 

 

3.7 Semi-structured interviews 
 
The quantitative analysis provided the researcher with a list of UDL guidelines that 

teachers use to regularly support EAL learners. A topic guide (Appendix B) with a 

series of open-ended questions was developed to explore how and why these 

guidelines could be used in primary classrooms. The questions were centred on: 

 

• EAL learners, including barriers to learning and methods to improve 

participation, 

• UDL principles, their application when working with EAL learners,  

• UDL guidelines, the most prevalent ones which emerged from the survey, and 

how and why they can be implemented. 

 

In line with the iterative design of the study, two questions were included in the topic 

guide following the analysis of the survey. These questions aimed to explore an 

emerging finding that two principles (engagement and representation) were being 

used significantly more often than the third principle (action and expression). 

 



 23 

Two critical friends piloted the questionnaire, leading to the rephrasing of some 

questions and the inclusion of additional prompts to enhance understanding in cases 

of limited responses. Interviewees were given a research information sheet, and they 

then signed a consent form indicating their willingness to partake. The two 

participants were interviewed for 40 minutes each, and the audio of the interviews 

was recorded.  

3.8 Qualitative Data Analysis 
 
Audio recordings were transcribed and organised alongside notes the researcher 

took during the interviews. Following the steps developed by Braun and Clarke 

(2006), the researcher familiarised themselves with the data by rereading the 

transcripts and taking notes. The data were coded by labelling specific excerpts with 

identifiers. Codes were then organised thematically and refined until a coherent set 

of themes emerged, each directly relevant to addressing the research questions. 

Themes were reviewed and sub themes emerged, which were then named and 

defined. From this point, the data from the quantitative survey was reviewed in light 

of newly emerging knowledge from the qualitative analysis. These findings will be 

outlined and discussed in the following chapters. 

3.9 Robustness: Reliability and Validity  
 
To ensure the validity of the survey, the text of the questions closely followed the 

wording found in the UDL guidelines (CAST, 2018). The only change was to 

rephrase these guidelines as questions rather than statements. Pilot studies are 

crucial for testing survey questions as they can reveal issues with the clarity of 

instructions, the comprehensiveness of content, and the feasibility of the technology 

(Regmi et al., 2016). This survey was piloted three times to ensure the questions 

were comprehensible and the instructions were clear to ensure a user-friendly 

design. Initial feedback suggested that the survey took too long to complete and that 

some questions were hard to comprehend in terms of how a guideline could be 

implemented. To address these issues, the phrasing of examples was simplified and 

shortened, and examples were made specific to primary education. To increase the 

level of reliability, the recognised framework of Braun and Clarke (2006) was used in 

the qualitative analysis. Validity refers to how well the results of the study represent 
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true findings among similar individuals outside the study (Patino and Ferreira, 2018). 

The use of purposive sampling helped to create a population that was consistent in 

its experience of EAL learning and mainstream primary education, which lends 

internal validity to this study. 

 

To receive the full benefit of semi-structured interviews, researchers need to plan 

their interviews carefully and test them beforehand (Luo and Wildemuth, 2009). The 

interview guide was designed based on a thorough analysis of current literature and 

in light of the emerging data from the survey.  

 

Interview participants were required to have at least three years of teaching 

experience to ensure data was gathered from a reliable source. Furthermore, they 

needed to have worked, between them, in every year group of primary school. This 

allowed for a more complete perspective on primary education. Both participants 

were required to have worked with EAL pupils in a mainstream setting for more than 

one year. This ensured participants were able to reflect on the value of UDL 

practices with EAL learners, which added internal validity to the study. 

 

It is recommended that open-ended questions in semi-structured interviews be 

piloted in advance to assess their effectiveness (Dörnyei, 2007). Therefore, the 

interview questions were piloted using two critical friends. Some questions were 

simplified, and prompts were added to ensure the researcher was prepared to probe 

the participants for further information as necessary. 

 

By employing mixed methods, researchers can triangulate data, thereby offering a 

deeper understanding of the phenomenon under study (Denzin, 2012). In the context 

of this study, utilising mixed methods helped to provide statistical evidence of what 

UDL methods were being used, along with a preliminary understanding of how said 

methods can improve the participation of EAL learners. 

3.10 Limitations 
 
A major limitation of this study is the small sample size. Results cannot be 

generalised to the views of all teachers or to other educational settings. Participants 



 25 

were selected using purposive sampling, which may introduce self-selection bias. 

Teachers who were more interested in or knowledgeable about UDL may have been 

more likely to participate, which could bias the results and limit the 

representativeness of this sample (Ball, 2019). Furthermore, the use of convenience 

sampling can lead to outliers, which can skew the data (Farrokhi and Mahmoudi-

Hamidabad, 2012).  

 

In the case of this study, participants for the survey were initially chosen through 

convenience from a school that had a high percentage of EAL learners due to its 

location in an urban centre. External validity is when findings can apply to 

participants in different settings (Patino and Ferreira, 2018). In this study, participant 

responses may not reflect the experience of teachers across the country who may 

have less experience working with EAL learners and therefore should be interpreted 

with caution in light of limited external validity. 

3.11 Ethical considerations 
 
The researcher conducted the study in accordance with ethical guidelines 

established by Hibernia College and the British Educational Research Association's 

(BERA) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (2018). Prior to participation, 

participants were informed about ethical considerations such as data protection, the 

right to withdraw, and informed consent through an information sheet, a consent 

form, and discussions with the researcher. They were provided with contact 

information for any questions or concerns. Participants were informed that they 

would not receive compensation for their involvement. Participant data was securely 

stored, adhering to data protection laws and institutional guidelines. Survey data was 

collected using encrypted software (Google Forms), and interview recordings were 

securely stored on a password-protected device. Participant data was anonymized 

by removing personally identifiable information and using pseudonyms. 

 

3.12 Conclusion 
 
This chapter has delineated the research design from the inception of the study to 

the end of the analysis. In response to investigating a substantial topic with limited 
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resources, a mixed-methods approach was chosen as part of the pragmatist 

approach taken by the researcher. The participants for both phases of the research 

were chosen purposively to gather expert and relevant knowledge to lend internal 

validity to the study. The following chapter will outline the findings resulting from the 

chosen methods. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

4.1 Introduction 

 
The first part of this study aimed to confirm whether UDL was being used through an 

online survey. Subsequently, semi-structured interviews aimed to explore the 

practice of supporting EAL learner participation using UDL guidelines. This chapter 

begins by analysing findings regarding the use of UDL, the most used guidelines and 

the differences between teachers with experience in a language support role and 

those without this experience. Following this, subsequent sections are organised by 

three overarching themes that emerged and align with the UDL principles of a) 

engagement, b) representation, and c) action and expression. These sections 

explore findings about the multiple ways that teachers implement UDL guidelines 

and include the reasons behind using them. 

 

4.2 Are UDL guidelines used to support the participation of EAL 
learners? 
 
Results show that UDL guidelines are employed in primary schools to aid EAL 

learners' participation. Analysis of central tendency revealed a mean response of 3.6, 

which suggests that UDL guidelines are typically implemented with a frequency 

between 'sometimes' and 'regularly'. Both mode and median values indicate 

'regularly' as the most common response. Among the 31 guidelines, 27 were used 

'sometimes' or more frequently.  

 

In respect to the UDL principles, the mean response for guidelines related to the 

principle of engagement was 3.7 and the mode was 'regularly'. The frequency of use 

for the principle of representation was somewhat similar, with 'regularly' as the mode 

response and 3.6 as the mean. However, in respect of the principle of action and 

expression, the mode was 'sometimes' and the mean was 3.3, indicating that 

respondents used this principle in a less consistent manner than the other two. The 

frequency with which the three UDL principles were used by respondents is 

represented in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Frequency of UDL principle use to support EAL learner participation. 
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Most frequently used UDL guidelines 
 
Frequency analysis revealed the ten most used guidelines, as seen in table 1.  

Mean 
Response 

  UDL guidelines   
UDL Principle 
Provide multiple 
means of: 

4.4   
Vary demands and 
resources to optimise 
challenge 

  Engagement 

4.3   
Clarify vocabulary and 
symbols 

  Representation 

4.1   
Optimise relevance value 
and authenticity 

  Engagement 

4.1   
Minimise threats and 
distractions 

  Engagement 

4.1   
Guide information 
processing and 
visualisation 

  Representation 

4.1   
Facilitate personal coping 
skills and strategies 

  Engagement 

4   
Increase mastery-oriented 
feedback 

  Engagement 

3.9   
Support decoding of text, 
mathematical notation, and 
symbols 

  Representation 

3.8   
Activate or supply 
background knowledge 

  Representation 

3.8   
Foster collaboration and 
community 

  Engagement 

Table 1: Most frequently used UDL guidelines, colour coded by UDL principles of 
engagement, representation and, action and expression. 

 
Of these ten, six were part of the UDL principle to ‘provide multiple means of 

engagement’, and four to ‘provide multiple means of representation’. There were no 

guidelines in the top ten from the principle ‘provide multiple means of action and 

expression’.  
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Between-group analysis 
 
Among the participants, teachers who had experience in a language support role (n 

= 8) were found to utilise UDL guidelines more frequently compared to those without 

such experience (n = 11). Specifically, the mean score for participants with LST 

experience (Mean = 3.72, SD = 0.46) was higher than for those without (Mean = 

3.47, SD = 0.45). An independent t-test confirmed this difference to be statistically 

significant (t(17) = 0.35, p < .01). 

4.3 Provide multiple means of engagement 
 

Engagement was deemed essential for further learning, as 'you can't teach a child 

who's not engaged' (participant A). This theme encompassed interview responses 

which explored the methods of and purposes behind UDL use. A summary of these 

findings can be seen in Figure 3.  

 

Figure 3: The reasons why and the methods how UDL engagement guidelines are 
used 
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Create safe environments 
 
Participants sought to create safe learning environments as sometimes EAL pupils 

come from difficult situations, such as war-torn countries, and 'in the space of six 

weeks, their whole lives have changed. So, in the next six weeks, [the teacher 

doesn't] want their whole lives to go upside-down again' (Participant B). Creating a 

safe space was said to be easier in younger age groups, possibly due to reduced 

awareness of linguistic differences but 'as [they] get older... they're more aware of 

differences, so they're more likely to call out someone's accent' (Participant A). 

 

To combat these challenges, participants advocated for fostering a supportive 

classroom culture towards diversity using circle time. This methodology allowed the 

teacher to get the message across that 'people are different, they have different 

abilities and they're at different stages' (Participant A). 

 

To manage emotional distress, participants gave advance notice to pupils about 

sensitive subjects, as some of them come from backgrounds where such topics can 

be emotionally triggering. They also monitored their well-being and provided 

emotional support. 

 

Sometimes people just need time and then checking in on them two or three 
minutes later... to make sure that they know that you're keeping an eye on 
them (Participant B). 

 

Over time, these approaches enabled EAL learners to feel more at ease, resulting in 

greater participation. 

 

He was probably sitting in the classroom nervous from nine o'clock to half two, 
and now he is comfortable. He'd been listening that whole time, but I hadn't 
put pressure on him to speak. And then one day, he just decided that that was 
the day he was going to speak (Participant A). 

 

Participants built a collaborative environment by pairing EAL pupils with those who 

did not speak their language but were 'very helpful' as it 'created challenge, rather 

than reliance' (Participant B). Project-based learning enhanced motivation by 

fostering a sense of mutual accomplishment, as 'children from different backgrounds 
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are involved in a shared goal' and 'when it goes up on the wall, they're up there with 

all of the other English speakers' (Participant A). 

 

Nurture inclusive environments 
 
Participants highlighted the importance of using content that resonates with the 

cultural backgrounds of pupils 'Trying to get full engagement is finding any type of 

link between kids' lives and what you're teaching' (Participant B). ‘I have a boy who's 

Chinese. We did a whole week on Chinese New Year. He was immediately engaged” 

(Participant A). 

 

Moreover, participants discussed the need to adapt monocultural resources to 

provide authentic learning experiences that pupils could relate to ‘I think it's 

representation, seeing themselves or their mum in a doll or in a story instead of just 

Goldilocks and Rapunzel' (Participant A). Introducing culturally relevant materials can 

have a profound emotional impact. Participant A realised that 'all of the dolls and 

small world characters in [her] classroom were white' so she bought 'a book about 

afro hair' for her pupils and 'they absolutely lit up.' 

 

4.4 Providing multiple means of representation 
 
Analysis revealed several methods for adapting how information was represented to 

EAL pupils so that it was 'as clear as possible’ (Participant B). Participants employed 

these techniques so that instructions, presentations and written work would be more 

comprehensible. These results are summarised in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4: The reasons why and the methods how UDL representation guidelines are 
used 

 

Both participants described using hand gestures and visual cues to convey 

instructions and information in ways that pupils understood 'what they had to do’ 

(Participant A). Some pupils ‘from the same country who spoke the same language’ 

were recruited as translators for their peers (Participant A). The use of 'tablets' with 

translating software tool was another strategy but it was ‘more relevant for older 

children’ (Participant A) due to difficulties operating the devices and navigating more 

complex subject matter. Many physical resources in books or online were said to be 

inappropriate as their generic format did not take into account the specific needs of 

language learners. The 'interests of the child don't matter, the age, their level or their 

proficiency, they're all the same' (Participant A). Therefore, participants made their 

own resources and adapted learning experiences to be 'more manageable' 

(Participant A).  
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4.5 Provide multiple means of action and expression 
 
This theme encapsulates the reasons why and the methods how teachers facilitated 

pupil action and expression (see Figure 5).  

 

Figure 5: The reasons why and the methods how UDL action and expression 
guidelines are used 

 
Participants were initially questioned on a finding in the quantitative analysis that 

indicated a lower frequency of use for means of promoting action and expression 

than for the other two principles. Their responses shed light on factors such as time 

constraints and the prioritisation of core subjects. 

 

We're trained as teachers to automatically focus on core subjects.... There 
seems to be a lot more book work involved in those types of lessons. So, it 
becomes very difficult to get a huge amount of expression and physical 
action. (Participant B) 
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It was also pointed out that the guidelines for this principle suggest using technology-

based tools, which may be less applicable to younger primary school learners who 

cannot operate devices independently. 

 

Participants recognised that sometimes 'EAL children are [the] most able children' 

(Participant A) and found it frustrating on their behalf that 'these kids want to be able 

to participate, but they just can't' (Participant B). They endeavoured to use means of 

action and expression as they thought that it did 'a disservice not to give them the 

tools that they need to show how able they are' (Participant A). 

 

It was noted that EAL learners have physical and emotional needs that can be 

communicated through physical action. Physical needs could be shared through 

body language, such as a hand signal in the shape of a 'T' for going to the toilet. 

Furthermore, pupils could use custom made posters that display feelings that they 

could 'go and press to show' how they [were] feeling (Participant A). 

 

Knowledge could be expressed in a multitude of ways that went beyond writing or 

speaking, such as through 'drawings, pictures, or diagrams... a little skit or freeze 

frames' (Participant A). Participants saw the value in using physical responses to 

assess learning;  'he liked to show me that he understood stories by drawing little 

summaries of them' (Participant A). Providing multiple means to present information 

enabled greater output, as the pupils 'might not be able to draw what they think but 

they might be able to make it with playdough or build it with sticks' (Participant A). 

Participants said this allowed them to recognise the diverse learning styles and 

create situations where every student could demonstrate their knowledge effectively. 

 

Using peers to translate was mentioned earlier as a means of portraying the 

meaning of instructions or lesson content. In this section, participants employed, 

when possible, other pupils as translators to 'pick out key words from what that child 

is saying to make it more accessible for the teacher' (Participant A). Classmates with 

a stronger command of English assumed this 'role very naturally, to help other kids' 

(Participant B). This method facilitated communication and comprehension between 

teachers and their pupils. 
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4.6 Conclusion 
 

In summary, the results of the study found that UDL guidelines were being used 

regularly. The most commonly used guidelines came from the principles of 

engagement and representation. Teachers with experience in a language support 

role used UDL more than those without this experience. Participants used UDL to 

create safe and inclusive learning environments to engage learners. This was 

achieved through circle time, peer collaboration, using relevant learning material and 

providing emotional support to EAL pupils. The purpose of using guidelines related to 

representation was to promote understanding of instructions and lesson content. 

This was facilitated through the use of pupils' home languages, translation software, 

visual cues, and learner-specific resources. The purposes of using guidelines 

relating to action and expression were to enable learners to demonstrate their 

existing capabilities, their physical and emotional needs and assess their learning 

outcomes. This was perceived to be more difficult to implement due to barriers 

relating to technology and teacher time constraints. The following chapter will 

discuss and interpret these findings in the context of relevant literature. 
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Chapter five: Discussion 

5.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter interprets the results presented in the previous chapter, outlining how 

they relate to existing knowledge before drawing general conclusions and exploring 

the implications of the study. The layout of the chapter follows that of the previous 

one in addressing the research questions. It begins by discussing the use of UDL 

and the most frequently used guidelines. This is followed by discussing the 

comparatively smaller use of the action and expression principle to the other two 

principles. Next follows a discussion of the greater frequency of UDL use by teachers 

with experience in a language support role compared with those without this 

experience. This is followed by an examination of how and why the most commonly 

used guidelines were implemented. This is organised by the UDL principles of 

engagement, representation and action and expression.  

5.2 Are UDL guidelines used to support the participation of EAL 
learners? 
 
This section deals with the first research question, which aimed to discover if UDL 

guidelines were being used in primary classrooms to support EAL learner 

participation. Interviewees expressed limited awareness of the concept of UDL. 

Nevertheless, both the results from the survey and the interviews revealed frequent 

use of UDL guidelines. This is in line with Griffiths and Leech’s (2022) suggestion 

that teachers may find they are using UDL without being aware that they are using it. 

Edyburn (2021) raises the issue that there is a widespread belief that teachers are 

using UDL incidentally, but that this may be superficial, as UDL is a learned skill that 

cannot be implemented without training. While the increased use of UDL may lead to 

more inclusive teaching practices, it's worth noting that the version of UDL observed 

in this study may be an improvised or ad-hoc adaptation. Reliably assessing the 

effectiveness of UDL in such cases may prove challenging.  

 

Teachers with experience in a language support role used UDL guidelines more 

often in their practice than those without this experience. These professionals have 

expert knowledge on grammar, language acquisition, and language transfer (Kane et 
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al., 2019). The greater use of UDL in this sample may support an alignment between 

effective EAL teaching practice and UDL. This is supported by Rao and Torres 

(2017), who believe UDL provides an effective framework to support EAL learners 

while simultaneously supporting the whole class.  

The principles relating to action and expression were used significantly less than 

those of engagement and representation. When asked about the relatively smaller 

use of action and expression, participants mentioned the challenge of balancing core 

curriculum needs while providing opportunities for pupil output. Teachers who feel 

they are already under pressure may be reluctant to adopt UDL, as it can take a 

significant amount of time and practice to implement (Evans et al., 2010). Given the 

time constraint related issues with DI (Bonnici, 2022; Day and Prunty, 2015), 

teachers may be hesitant to subscribe to a new model that will also take up much of 

their time.  However, it is theorised that teachers who use UDL may spend less time 

addressing learning needs, as a core tenet of the framework is to develop competent 

and independent learners who do not rely on their teacher (Dacus-Hare, 2023).  

It was pointed out that means of action and expression for EAL learners require the 

use of technology-based tools such as Padlet or translators. Utilising a tablet to 

operate these tools was thought to be too difficult for many younger pupils in a 

primary school. It has been pointed out that while the UDL framework does not 

necessitate the use of technology (Hall et al., 2012; Rose et al., 2012), teachers 

have found it central to implementation (Lowrey et al., 2017). This ever-increasing 

role of technology in education has been a consistent source of consternation for 

teachers (Edyburn, 2014). Technology that assists EAL learner participation is 

plentiful, including the use of audio recordings, reading aids, video-making tools, 

internet search functions, and electronic dictionaries (Nomass, 2013). However, 

teachers must first familiarise themselves with how to use these tools before pupils 

can use them (Martin, 2016). Furthermore, there is little understanding of the role 

technology can play in UDL implementation across different sectors of education 

(King-Sears et al., 2023). The participants of this study did not mention using 

technology-based tools beyond translating software (Microsoft and Google Translate 

applications), which may suggest unfamiliarity or unwillingness to use technology-
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based tools. This may pose a problem if UDL were to be rolled out in primary 

schools. 

The following sections deal with the reasons why and the methods that are used to 

implement UDL to support EAL learner participation. They are explored through the 

lens of the three principles of UDL: engagement, representation, and action and 

expression. 

5.3 Engagement 
 

Participants wanted to create a safe learning environment, which is in line with 

existing literature that says that EAL learners benefit from UDL as it encourages the 

creation of non-threatening environments (Rao and Torres, 2017). When learners 

have to focus their attention on having basic needs met or avoiding a negative 

experience, they struggle to engage with the learning process (CAST, 2024). Having 

the opportunity to practice language skills in an enjoyable and non-threatening way 

can help reduce anxiety about producing language accurately and lower students' 

affective filters, allowing for more meaningful language production and development 

(Rao and Torres, 2017). This resonates with Krashen’s (1986) language learning 

theory, which posits that elevated emotions, such as anxiety, fear, or 

embarrassment, can impede language learning. Recent neuroscientific evidence 

lends evidence to this theory by showing that stress can impede learning (Vogel et 

al., 2018). 

 

To mitigate these challenges, teachers fostered a supportive classroom culture that 

embraced diversity, provided advance notice about sensitive topics, and attended to 

the emotional needs of pupils. Learner wellbeing is closely connected to increased 

engagement and motivation, along with enhanced creative and critical thinking 

(MacIntyre et al., 2016). These approaches aligned with UDL guidelines 7.3 

(minimise threats and distractions) and 8.3 (foster collaboration and community). 

 

Teachers wanted to nurture inclusive environments by providing learner-specific 

resources that were culturally relevant. Adapting resources to reflect learner 

identities can promote an inclusive environment (Day and Prunty, 2015). Minority 
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children often seek 'mirrors' in classrooms, and when their reflections are negatively 

portrayed or omitted, they learn how they are devalued in society (Bishop, 1990, p. 

ix). In this study, the use of dolls that reflect diverse skin colours and hair types 

helped teachers create positive reflections that engaged learners. Resources in Irish 

classrooms often do not reflect the diversity of their pupils (Golden, 2022), and they 

can distance pupils from the lives of people in other cultures (Moloney and O’Toole, 

2018). By using UDL guideline 7.2 (optimise relevance, value, and authenticity), the 

findings of this study suggest that teachers can create more inclusive classrooms by 

acquiring resources that resonate with their learners. 

 

In conclusion, UDL guidelines 7.2 (optimise relevance, value, and authenticity), 7.3 

(minimise threats and distractions), and 8.3 (foster collaboration and community) are 

well aligned to meeting the needs of EAL learners and supporting their participation. 

They increase engagement by creating safe and inclusive learning environments.  

5.4 Representation  
 
Teachers used UDL for the purpose of promoting understanding of instructions and 

lesson content. This was carried out through the use of UDL guidelines relating to 

providing alternatives for auditory information (1.2) and promoting understanding 

across languages (2.4). They used body language, including gestures, facial 

expressions, and eye contact, to provide multiple representations of what they were 

saying. These means have been shown to enhance or replace oral communication, 

allowing teachers to deliver more meaningful messages to EAL learners (Gregerson, 

2007). Teacher’s also utilised pupils’ home languages through the provision of 

devices with translating software and peer translators.  

 

The use of pupils’ home language facilitates language development through the 

transfer of skills between pupils' first and any additional languages (NCCA, 2020). 

Furthermore, incorporating an EAL pupil's home language into the classroom 

demonstrates respect for their culture, which builds an inclusive learning 

environment (Little and Kirwan, 2019). From a representation point of view, home 

language use helps pupils understand what a lesson is about, which gives them a 
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platform to express what they know on a topic or contribute meaningfully to 

discussions.  

 

Peer translators involve one pupil acting as an interpreter between the teacher and 

another pupil. Little and Kirwan (2021) suggest this can improve learner self-efficacy 

as they can participate in an authentic way using their home language. There is an 

international basis for using peer translators, as seen in the UK’s young interpreter 

scheme (NCCA, no date), where pupils of different ages collaborate to translate texts 

and complete language tasks. A drawback to this approach is what the teacher 

should do if a school does not have multiple learners with the same language 

background.  

 

Findings related to representation saw teachers providing personalised resources 

and designing activities in ways that reduced the amount of text in language-based 

tasks. This was done by using UDL guidelines related to guiding information 

processing (3.3) and supporting the decoding of text (2.3). This enabled learners to 

participate in tasks that they previously could not have had the teacher used generic 

resources or employed a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach. 

 

In summary, teachers used multiple means of representation to promote 

understanding of instructions and lesson content, which can act as a platform for 

learner participation. Means of adapting resources overlap with the use of DI and 

may complement UDL implementation. Four guidelines are of particular use in the 

context of supporting EAL learner participation: 1.2 (providing alternatives for 

auditory information), 2.3 (supporting the decoding of text, symbols, and 

mathematical notation), 2.4 (promoting understanding across languages), and 3.3 

(guiding information processing and visualisation).  

5.5 Action and Expression 
 
This study found that teachers provided multiple means of action and expression so 

learners could communicate their needs, emotions, and existing knowledge. 

Teachers used peer translation and provided alternatives to speaking and writing in 

line with UDL guideline 4.1, which encourages varied means of response and 
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navigation. Peer translation has already been mentioned as a means for a teacher to 

represent information in an accessible way, or, in other words, to manage input. In 

this section, peer translation refers to when a pupil uses a classmate - who speaks 

English at a more advanced level to express something they want to say. This 

approach fits well with expert advice in Irish primary education that advocates for 

home language use to make meaningful contributions (OIDE, 2024). However, this 

approach, while effective, cannot be relied upon as multiple EAL learners with the 

same language are not always in the same classroom or school. 

 

The alternative forms of pupil output mentioned above were also used as a means of 

assessment. Participants encouraged pupils to act out stories or draw sketches, 

which could demonstrate their comprehension of vocabulary and concepts. This 

approach aligns with the Total Physical Response (TPR) method (Asher, 1962), 

which helps EAL learners respond without the need to use language. Allowing 

learners to express comprehension through physical actions can be especially 

beneficial during silent periods when verbal communication may be limited (Krashen, 

1981). Participants mentioned that many EAL pupils go through a silent or settling 

period when they join a class for the first time. However, utilising TPR reduced the 

pressure for them to speak when they may not have wanted to while still allowing the 

teacher to assess their learning.  

 

In conclusion, this study finds that teachers provide multiple means of action 

expression to assist in communicating needs, emotions, and existing knowledge. 

They also use these means to assess pupils’ learning. These findings indicate that 

guideline 4.1 (vary means of response and navigation) is of particular use when 

supporting EAL learner participation. 

5.7 Conclusion 
 
This section has critically analysed the results of this study and found that UDL is 

being used in primary education, which is in line with findings from both Flood and 

Banks (2021) and Griffiths and Leech (2022). Teachers with expertise in language 

support roles are using UDL more often than teachers without this experience, which 

suggests UDL is well aligned with effective practice. Means of action and expression 
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are less popular, which may relate to issues incorporating technology with younger 

age groups and with teacher time constraints. UDL guidelines across all principles 

can be implemented in several ways in primary classrooms to support EAL learners. 

Doing so can assist in creating a safe, inclusive environment where learners 

understand instructions and learning materials and can express what they know and 

have learned. The upcoming chapter will provide a summary of key findings, offer 

recommendations, and address the limitations of the study.  
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Chapter six: Conclusion 

6.1 Introduction 

 
This chapter provides a summary of key findings, which form the basis for a series of 

recommendations for further research and professional practice. Findings reveal 

regular use of multiple UDL strategies to address academic and affective needs. The 

limitations of the study are discussed and caution in interpreting the results is 

advised. 

6.2 Summary of findings 
 

• As predicted by Flood and Banks (2021), UDL is emerging in Irish primary 

education and is being used as a means of including EAL learners. 

• Principles of engagement and representation are more often used than the 

principle of action and expression. This may be due to problems integrating 

technology into classrooms and teacher time constraints. 

• Teachers with experience in a language support role use UDL guidelines more 

often than those without this experience, which points towards UDL use aligning 

with effective EAL teaching practice. 

• UDL guidelines 7.2 (optimise relevance, value, and authenticity), 7.3 (minimise 

threats and distractions), and 8.3 (foster collaboration and community) are well 

aligned to meeting the needs of EAL learners and supporting their participation. 

They increase engagement by creating a safe learning environment and 

fostering an inclusive classroom atmosphere. 

• Providing multiple means of representation promoted understanding of 

instructions and lesson content. Four guidelines are of particular benefit: 1.2 

(providing alternatives for auditory information); 2.3 (supporting the decoding of 

text, symbols, and mathematical notation); 2.4 (promote understanding across 

languages); and 3.3 (guide information processing and visualisation).  

• Teachers provide multiple means of action expression to assist in 

communicating needs, emotions, and existing knowledge. They also use these 

means to assess pupils’ learning. Findings indicate that guideline 4.1 (vary 

means of response and navigation), is of particular use when supporting EAL 

learner participation. 
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6.3 Recommendations  
 

UDL implementation 

Findings indicate that UDL is being used incidentally by teachers and this ad-hoc 

approach may result in unreliable outcomes. Further research on UDL 

implementation by primary teachers trained in using the framework is essential to 

reliably exploring its impact. Efforts to raise awareness, provide training, and support 

educators in implementing UDL are needed if rigorous outcomes are to be achieved.  

 

Collaboration between LSTs and mainstream class teachers 

Collaboration between LSTs and mainstream teachers is recommended. School 

leadership teams may see value in facilitating this in their efforts to develop a more 

inclusive school environment. 

 

Technology Tools 

Research into affordable and convenient UDL-related technology tools for primary 

classrooms is recommended, prioritising resources that allow younger primary pupils 

to express knowledge.  

 

Assessment 

Guidelines for assessment in primary school (NCCA, 2007) call for schools to 

provide alternative means for EAL learners but are unspecific in how this can be 

done. Using the alternatives to speaking and writing seen in this study may be an 

appropriate way to facilitate assessment of EAL pupils. 

 

Differentiated Instruction or Universal Design for Learning? 

While it is too early to tell whether UDL will replace DI, this study lays the 

groundwork for further research that compares the merits and drawbacks of both 

models. In discussing the creation of a full inclusion model, Rapp (2014) offers that 

each of these models has a role to play if the needs of all learners are to be met. 

Rather than seeing them as opposing forces, it may be better to view them as two 

complementary tools to be used in addressing inclusive education issues.  
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6.4 Limitations 
 
The study's participants were drawn primarily from urban schools with high numbers 

of EAL pupils. Results may differ among rural populations or in schools that have 

fewer EAL pupils. Due to the limited sample size of both the questionnaire and 

interviews, generalising the results may not be meaningful until corroborated by 

larger-scale studies. Participants may have given socially desirable responses in 

order to appear to be using UDL guidelines more often than they do. It was beyond 

the scope of the study to explore each of the thirty-one guidelines that the UDL 

framework consists of, so there may well be unexplored potential beyond those 

highlighted here.  

6.5 Conclusion 
 
This study has explored the use of UDL to support EAL learner participation. 

Findings support previous literature that UDL is an emerging practice in primary 

education and that it has potential to address EAL learner needs. There are 

opportunities for UDL to create safe, inclusive learning environments where learners 

comprehend information and can express themselves meaningfully. Challenges 

involve the use of technology and finding time for teachers to implement it. Training 

and support should be provided to ensure it is implemented in a rigorous manner. 

Future research is needed to determine whether UDL can deliver a more inclusive 

education experience than what the current system offers.  
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Appendix C: Participant Information Sheet 
 

Participant Information Sheet 
 

 

The proposed research aims to explore teacher perspectives of using Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL) as a means for including learners who have English as an Additional 
Language (EAL). UDL is an approach to learning, teaching, and assessment design that is 
proactive in addressing the varied identities, competencies, learning strengths, and needs of 
every learner. It is becoming increasingly popular in curricular approaches and initial teacher 
education due to the potential it has for approaching the neurodiversity seen in modern 
classrooms. While UDL can appear to be a new approach, it is believed that many of the 
methods it employs are already common practice for teachers. 
 
Due to a significant rise in global mobility, linguistic diversity in classrooms has been increasing 
over the past number of years. Current census figures point to a high portion of pupils enrolled 
in primary schools with EAL needs so this research aims to support an understanding of 
whether these needs can be met using the UDL framework. 
 
The purpose of the study is to a) identify which UDL methods teachers of EAL pupils are 
currently using and b) investigate how and why teachers might use these methods to support 
their pupils. To address these questions, a mixed-methods approach will be used. To identify 
the UDL methods currently in use, this project will survey at least 20 fully qualified teachers. 
Following the analysis of this data, three semi-structured interviews will investigate how and 
why the most pertinent UDL methods are used. 
 
Data confidentiality and Anonymity 

• Participation in the study is voluntary.  

• Interviewees may refuse to answer any questions or withdraw from the study at any 

time.  

• No school, teacher or student will be identified specifically in any publication of the 

work.  

• All data will be stored safely and securely - e.g., all data/files will be saved in 

password-protected and encrypted directories/folders.  

• You are entitled to ask for a copy of their data, at any stage - e.g., audio recording or 

interview transcript upon request.   

• You have the right to withdraw consent without negative consequences during the 

data collection phase and up to 1 month after data collection.  

• Data can only be used for the purpose for which it is gathered and may not be shared 

with a third person unless with the consent of the participant.  

• All audio recordings will be stored in a secure location that is separate from all written 

notes, written transcripts, data analysis and insights, and data/study outcomes. 

 

If you have any further questions, please get in touch using the contact details below. 

 

Kind regards, 
 
  
Signed: _____________________ 
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Appendix D: Consent form 
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Appendix E: Excerpt from interview transcript with 
codes 
Methods to support EAL learner participation 

• Technology 

• Translation 

• Peer Translators 

• Visual Cues 

• SNA  

 

Reasons for using these methods 

• Promote understanding 

• Same home language 

• Harder content for older learners 

 

Comments: Relationship to UDL guidelines 
 
Researcher: So what methods have you found to be effective to include these 

learners in your lessons?  

Participant B: I suppose it would vary. Having a tablet or maybe translating any 

simple questions, and trying to use as much visual cues  as much as possible. We 

are also a Gael school, which creates more difficulties. So lessons that would be 

through Irish, you'd be maybe going over and giving them information in English as 

well as in Irish, and having a tablet. You'd be giving your instructions to the tablet 

maybe for English.  

Researcher: What else would you be doing?  

Paricipant B: I suppose having, again, having very little SNA support in class. You 

might be using the SNA to kind of repeat any questions or that. Hopefully using peer 

mentoring if you have a decent classroom and you've kids who are willing to 

participate. You also have challenges with that with your kids who...  

Researcher: What does peer mentoring mean?  

Participant B: You'd also have, if your kids would have a good ability, and maybe 

might understand the topic, you'd hope that they could be helping in ways. And 

maybe obviously not trying to give the answers, but explaining if you're in a 
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classroom of 20 plus, it's very hard to be able to go around one-to-one. So if you 

have kids who are willing to help and who understand the topic, they can... Yeah, it's 

a tricky one because it might help you with some language. You've got kids then who 

hopefully, like in certain situations, you've might have one or two kids from the same 

country, speak the same language. One of them might be stronger than the other. So 

you'd be kind of nearly using them as a translator to get your message across 

clearer.  

Researcher: Excellent. There's loads there. We've got translating, using the SNA, 

using dual language, English and Irish, and then peer mentoring. Why do you think 

these methods are effective? And why have you chosen to use them?  

Participant B: Okay, so it's being effective. It's trying to get the message across as 

clearly and as simplified as I can. Why I'm doing it is probably a more difficult 

question because it's something that probably I'm doing naturally more than having 

set objectives to get my message across. It's, I suppose, it is you need to use what 

resources you have. We have recently had like all tablets in the school and using the 

translator, depending on the level of the ability of the kids as well and what class 

they're at. The older kids is more difficult because the lessons are more difficult. So 

trying to get the meaning of the lesson across, you need to use a translator. And for, I 

suppose, if you have two or three kids who are from the same country and one has a 

decent level of English, you're obviously going to use them more. It just happens 

more naturally. They actually take on the role themselves very naturally as well to 

help out other kids. They would be very good at translating. Probably are doing it at 

home with their parents. It's a very simple one. An SNA is an extra app in the 

classroom. 
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