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Abstract 

The authors of this conceptual paper propose a 

framework for creating a socially inclusive school 

environment using the backward design method, with 

considerations for social-emotional learning 

competencies and Universal Design for Learning. 

Inclusive education became an international priority 

since 1994 when the Salamanca Statement was signed 

at the World Conference on Special Needs Education. 

While many countries have progressed to more 

inclusive models of education, societal constructs, 

including the medical model of disability, contribute to 

the continued barriers of full inclusion. When designing 

educational environments, education providers should 

consider selecting desired outcomes based on the 

social-emotional learning framework developed by the 

Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 

Learning (CASEL). Furthermore, the implementation 

of Universal Design for Learning principles ensure 

accessibility and engagement of all student learners 

regardless of disability or diversity. By using backward 

design to plan ahead and intentionally design 

educational environments to be inclusive and support 

the social-emotional needs of all students, education 

providers can construct new realities and dismantle 

disabling barriers that were first constructed by 

society. 

1. Introduction

Children with disabilities have been historically 

segregated from their peers into institutions, hospitals, 

and separate facilities based on apparent differences 

and disabilities [1]. With the inception of the IQ test by 

Alfred Binet and Theodore Simon in France in the early 

20th century [2], students who performed below their 

peers but did not “appear” to have a disability were also 

identified and often separated. Although Binet himself 

published his thoughts on the limitations of the IQ test 

and cautioned against its definitive use, it became an 

instrument often used to segregate, discriminate, and 

even exterminate as in the Eugenics movement  

[1][2][3]. For decades after its development and use, 

students around the world who did not learn the same 

way or at the same speed as their peers and 

underperformed on assessments like the IQ test were 

relegated to spaces away from general society. Many 

were forgotten in institutions, contained and receiving 

no education at best, subject to abuse, experimentation, 

and deplorable living conditions at worst. As the 20th 

century moved forward, views slowly shifted and 

schools for children with diverse abilities, albeit rare, 

were established in many western nations. Despite 

progress, it was not until the 1990’s that a universal 

declaration of the importance for inclusive education 

was pushed forward for the children of the world. For 

the purpose of this article, the authors define inclusion 

or inclusive education as an educational system or 

model in which students with disabilities or other forms 

of diversity are educated in the same environment as 

general education students or students without a 

disability. The 1994 Salamanca Statement from the 

United Nations represents the consensus of 92 nations 

recognizing inclusive education as “the most effective 

means of combating discriminatory attitudes… and 

improve the efficiency and ultimately the cost-

effectiveness of the entire education system” [4]. In the 

decades since, a variety of national and international 

organizations have undertaken the mission of 

advancing the cause of inclusive education around the 

world and broadening the understanding of the essential 

elements which create truly inclusive settings. One of 

the more recent international roadmaps is the Education 

2030 Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action 

from the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization [4]. The framework and action 

plan put forth emphasizes inclusion and equity as the 

cornerstone for quality education. The need to remove 

all exclusionary barriers in access, participation, 

learning processes, and education outcomes are also 

underscored. The recent Global Education Monitoring 

Report published by UNESCO [6] details the progress 

and challenges in pursuit of inclusive education around 

the globe. Perhaps one of the most important points 
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made in this report is a renewed emphasis that truly 

inclusive education does not only provide for a child’s 

abilities, but also diversity in their cultural and ethnic 

backgrounds, experiences, and personal characteristics.  

 

2. Inclusion in the United States 

 

Within the United States, the modern movement 

for inclusive education gained momentum during the 

civil rights movement, the disability rights movement, 

and the accompanying mid-century legislation. The 

cornerstone Brown v. Board of Education case [7], 

though dealing with the issue of racial segregation, 

resulted in a ruling that separate education is inherently 

unequal. Around this time, the appalling conditions of 

institutions and schools for people with disabilities and 

mental health conditions were gaining the public’s 

attention [8]. The passing of the Rehabilitation Act of 

1973 [9] and the Education for all Handicapped 

Children Act of 1975 [10] cleared the path for the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 

[11] and its reauthorizations into the new millenia. As 

educational rights for students with disabilities 

expanded throughout the U.S. so did efforts for 

inclusive education. However, the current state of 

inclusive education in the U.S. is not consistent as state 

and local district-level education agencies have 

authority to implement federal policies in the manner 

which they see most appropriate for their communities. 

This system of government has resulted in a range of 

models for inclusion with few districts or individual 

schools striving towards full inclusion [12]. Perhaps 

some of the biggest barriers to implementing inclusive 

education in the U.S. are the divided opinions on 

whether authentic inclusion [13] is possible or 

sustainable, education policies which require 

educational placement decisions prior to attempts at 

inclusion [14], and lack of resources and training for 

educators and administrators to design and facilitate 

inclusive classrooms and schools [4].  

Varying perspectives on disability translate to 

different models and definitions of inclusive education. 

The IDEA mandates the use of the least restrictive 

environment (LRE) which states that “to the maximum 

extent appropriate” students with disabilities must be 

educated with students without disabilities [11]. The 

regulations further specify that separate classes or 

separate schooling are permissible only in the event that 

the severity of the disability is such that education 

occurring with the general population cannot be 

achieved satisfactorily, even with supplementary aids 

and services. The full-inclusion movement has 

interpreted LRE to mean that all students, regardless of 

severity of disability, should receive education in the 

same setting as their general education peers with 

exceptions made for only the most extreme cases. 

Proponents for full inclusion posit that the barriers to 

learning often experienced by students with significant 

disabilities are societal constructs and when these 

constructs are addressed with inclusive teaching 

practices then students with and without disabilities are 

able to thrive in the same learning environment [14]. 

 

2.1. Models of disability and broadening our 

definition of diversity 

 

Inclusive education is predicated on the social 

model of disability which does not recognize disability 

as a deficit within the individual, but a function of the 

society and systems they engage in [15][16]. The 

medical model of disability perceives limitations on 

human function, resulting in treatments, programs, 

medications, or technologies as methods to ‘fix’ the 

individual for participation in society. The social model 

places the responsibility on society to reimagine and 

rebuild in a way that is inclusive for all. When working 

to build and facilitate inclusive classrooms and 

inclusive schools, a shift in thinking about disability is 

integral to breaking down barriers and divides in 

learning [13]. Fully inclusive programs begin with all 

children in the same classroom regardless of diversities 

and differences, molding the classroom and instruction 

around a broad spectrum of student abilities and 

preferences [14]. Each model has its proponents and 

opponents, as well as barriers and benefits to 

implementation. As mentioned earlier, differing visions 

on inclusion and standards to achieve it contribute to 

the barriers of universalizing inclusive education [13]. 

Policy, resources, values, and culture all play a role in 

what inclusion looks like in each school, district, and 

country, and therefore it is critical for decision-makers 

to remain grounded in the broad, intersectional vision 

of inclusive education put for by UNESCO and other 

educational leaders [6]. 

Embedded within the international call for 

inclusive education are three justifications for the 

movement: educational, social, and economic [17]. 

Each of these justifications highlights the benefits to 

general society of prioritizing inclusive education. 

Firstly, educating all students together requires the 

development of multiple ways of teaching to meet 

individual differences, which benefits all children [18]. 

Inclusive schools also support the de-stigmatization of 

difference and decreases discrimination in society [6]. 

Developing inclusive schools that provide education for 

all students is less costly than a system with different 

types of specialized schools for different groups 

[12][19]. In understanding the advantages of inclusive 

education, the task becomes setting the definition of 

what constitutes “inclusive” in order to achieve it. As 
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suggested by international research and reform on the 

topic, inclusive education should have a broad 

definition containing multiple aspects of diversity, 

learning, and activity within the classroom and apply to 

academics and social-emotional learning [18][5]. 

 

3. Social-emotional learning 

 

Social-emotional learning is defined as the process 

of learning skills related to identifying and managing 

one’s own emotions as well as developing and 

maintaining social relationships [20]. Research 

indicates there are many benefits to social-emotional 

learning that include an increase in academic and 

behavioral performance. The Collaborative for 

Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) 

has developed a framework that outlines the core 

competencies of social-emotional learning, displayed in 

Table 1. This framework addresses social-emotional 

learning at the classroom, school, and community-wide 

levels through intentional classroom instruction, 

schoolwide policies, and purposeful and authentic 

partnerships with community stakeholders [20]. The 

emphasis on relationship-building and fostering a 

supportive community promotes an environment that is 

inclusive of students from all backgrounds and forms of 

diversity. This framework helps support social 

inclusion which then provides opportunities for 

observational learning and social reinforcement [21]. 

For students with disabilities, especially students with 

more severe disabilities who are typically educated in a 

segregated environment, socially inclusive 

environments may be the only opportunity to benefit 

from observational learning [21]. 

 

Table 1. SEL core competencies, definitions, and related skills, adapted from CASEL [20] 

SEL Core 

Competencies 
Definitions Skills 

Self-Awareness 

Self-awareness: The abilities to understand one’s own 

emotions, thoughts, and values and how they influence 

behavior across contexts. This includes capacities to 

recognize one’s strengths and limitations with a well-

grounded sense of confidence and purpose. 

Identifying emotions 

Accurate self-perception 

Recognizing strengths 

Self-confidence 

Self-efficacy 

Self-Management 

Self-management: The abilities to manage one’s emotions, 

thoughts, and behaviors effectively in different situations 

and to achieve goals and aspirations. This includes the 

capacities to delay gratification, manage stress, and feel 

motivation and agency to accomplish personal and 

collective goals. 

Impulse control 

Stress management 

Self-discipline 

Self-motivation 

Goal setting 

Organizational skills 

Social Awareness 

Social awareness: The abilities to understand the 

perspectives of and empathize with others, including those 

from diverse backgrounds, cultures, and contexts. This 

includes the capacities to feel compassion for others, 

understand broader historical and social norms for behavior 

in different settings, and recognize family, school, and 

community resources and supports. 

Perspective-taking 

Empathy 

Appreciating diversity 

Respect for others 

Relationship Skills 

Relationship skills: The abilities to establish and maintain 

healthy and supportive relationships and to effectively 

navigate settings with diverse individuals and groups. This 

includes the capacities to communicate clearly, listen 

actively, cooperate, work collaboratively to problem solve 

and negotiate conflict constructively, navigate settings with 

differing social and cultural demands and opportunities, 

provide leadership, and seek or offer help when needed. 

Communication 

Social engagement 

Relationship building 

Teamwork 

Responsible 

Decision-Making 

Responsible decision-making: The abilities to make caring 

and constructive choices about personal behavior and social 

Identifying problems 

Analyzing situations 
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interactions across diverse situations. This includes the 

capacities to consider ethical standards and safety concerns, 

and to evaluate the benefits and consequences of various 

actions for personal, social, and collective well-being. 

Solving problems 

Evaluating 

Reflecting 

Ethical responsibility 

 

4. Using backward design to create a new 

framework 

 

 
Figure 1. Backward design framework developed by 

Wiggins and McTighe 

 

Backward design is a framework for instructional 

planning developed by Wiggins and McTighe [22].  

The purpose of this framework is to consider the goals 

and outcomes for the learner prior to designing learning 

activities. Traditionally, most educators or course 

instructors use a “forward design” approach to 

instruction. In other words, they create the lesson or 

learning activity and then create an assessment that 

aligns with the content. With the backward design 

approach, educators first consider the specific learning 

targets and objectives, then they consider how the 

learning will be assessed, and lastly educators design 

learning activities that align with the assessment and 

learning targets. Figure 1 displays a visual of the 

backward design framework. 

The authors of this paper propose a framework for 

creating a socially inclusive school environment using 

backward design, displayed in Figure 2. Stage 1 of the 

backward design framework is to identify desired 

results. In context of social inclusion, the desired results 

are based on the competencies outlined in the 

Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 

Learning (CASEL) framework for social-emotional 

learning in Table 1. Based on this framework, the 

authors propose that all students should demonstrate the 

ability to establish and maintain positive relationships 

amongst peers with or without disabilities and other 

forms of diversity. Stage 2 of backward design includes 

the determination of acceptable evidence. 

Traditionally, the backward design framework is 

implemented in context of curriculum and instructional 

design, in which acceptable evidence is typically 

determined using student assessments or permanent 

products. For the purpose of creating a socially 

inclusive environment, the authors operationalize 

acceptable evidence as students communicating, 

cooperating, and initiating social interactions with other 

students, including students with or without disabilities 

or other forms of diversity. This form of evidence is 

observable by the teacher or other supervising adults 

and has the potential to be documented through 

observational data collection forms such as frequency 

recording or duration recording [23]. Stage 3 of 

backward design includes planning learning 

experiences and instruction. These learning experiences 

should align with the target competencies in the social-

emotional learning framework. 

While there are many curriculums that teach the 

skills outlined in the CASEL social-emotional learning 

framework, it is important that instructional practices 

used by supervising teachers are evidence-based. Peer 

support arrangements [24] and other methods of 

systematically pairing students with and without 

disabilities are examples of practices that build social 

skills. When teaching lessons on social-emotional 

learning, teachers should consider the use of explicit 

instruction. Explicit instruction is identified as an 

evidence-based practice and a high-leverage practice 

for students with disabilities [25]. Many cognitive and 

emotional disabilities manifest in the form of 

challenges in social, communication, and other 

interpersonal skills [25]. For this reason, students with 

disabilities benefit greatly from the high level of 

modelling and support that is offered through explicit 

instruction. To ensure the successful implementation of 

a socially inclusive environment, all learning 

experiences should consider cultural, socio-economic, 

and other constructs of personal and systemic diversity.
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Figure 2. Framework using backward design to create a socially inclusive environment 

 

 

5. Universal Design for Learning 

 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) provides a 

strong framework for creating inclusive schools and 

educational opportunities [26]. The Harvard Graduate 

School of Education and the Center for Applied Special 

Technology (CAST) developed the UDL framework in 

the 1990’s in response to growing insight into the 

divergent and multiple ways people learn [26]. Much 

like the architectural movement of the same name, UDL 

emphasizes the importance of access for all learners, 

underscoring the three essential principles of multiple 

means of engagement, representation, and action and 

expression [27]. Similar in the way that universal 

design of buildings benefitting individuals with and 

without disabilities, UDL is an instructional framework 

that benefits all students by maximizing student choice, 

autonomy, and accessibility. Educators engage in 

proactive instructional planning and design with the 

preferences, abilities, and diversities of all of their 

students in mind, ensuring access and authentic 

inclusion is inherently present in their lessons and 

activities. In this way, UDL is held as a cornerstone 

component in inclusive education because of the 

emphasis on inclusion through access. Table 2 displays 

an overview of the 9 UDL guidelines with their 

corresponding checkpoints. Each guideline and 

checkpoint is organized under the three guiding UDL 

principles: Multiple means of representation, multiple 

means of action and expression, and multiple means of 

engagement. 

The UDL framework has been demonstrated to be 

effective in improving student academic and social 

outcomes. A review of empirical UDL literature 

published in 2016 [28] found that UDL has a positive 

impact on student learner perceptions, teacher 

experience, teacher workload, and student academic 

outcomes across face to face, blended, and online 

environments. As discussed earlier in this paper, 

researchers found that the implementation of UDL 

enhanced educator’s ability to address the needs of a 

range of diverse student needs. Furthermore, the 

benefits of UDL extended beyond core academics and 

were observed in a variety of disciplines including 

language learning, chemistry, and psychology [28]. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

The full inclusion of students with disabilities, and 

other forms of diversity, is a multi-faceted and dynamic 

challenge that education providers worldwide have 

historically struggled to conceptualize. Education 

providers seeking to enhance the level of social 

inclusion in their present educational setting can 

incorporate the social-emotional learning and UDL 

frameworks into their current practice. 

Step 1: Identificatin of 
desired results

The desired results are the 
demonstration of all 
students establishing and 
maintaining positive 
relationships amongst 
peers with or without 
disabilities and other forms 
of diversity. 

Social and behavioral 
expectations are based on 
the CASEL social-
emotional learning 
framework.

Step 2: Determination of 
acceptable evidence

Acceptable evidence 
includes students 
communicating, 
cooperating, and initiating 
social engagement 
between all students with 
and without disabilities and 
other forms of diversity.

Observational forms of 
data collection (frequency 
recording, duration 
recording, etc.) are 
appropriate for 
documenting evidence.

Step 3: Planned learning 
experiences and 

instruction

The learning experience 
considers cultural, socio-
economic, and other 
constructs of personal and 
systemic diversity. 

Students receive socially-
inclusive opportunities and 
instruction on social-
emotional learning and 
cultural acceptance. 

UDL is implimented to 
ensure enhanced 
accessibility and 
engagement of all 
students.
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Table 2. Overview of Universal Design for Learning guidelines and checkpoints 

 
Multiple Means of 

Representation 

Multiple Means of  

Action and Expression 

Multiple Means of 

Engagement 

Access 

1) Provide options for 

perception. 

1.1) Offer ways of customizing 

the display of information. 

1.2) Offer alternatives for 

auditory information. 

1.3) Offer alternatives for 

visual information. 

4) Provide options for 

physical action. 

4.1) Vary the methods for 

response and navigation. 

4.2) Optimize access to tools 

and assistive technologies. 

7) Provide options for 

recruiting interest. 

7.1) Optimize individual 

choice and autonomy. 

7.2) Optimize relevance, 

value, and authenticity. 

7.3) Minimize threats and 

distractions. 

Build 

2) Provide options for 

language & symbols. 

2.1) Clarify vocabulary and 

symbols. 

2.2) Clarify syntax and 

structure. 

2.3) Support decoding of text, 

mathematical notation, and 

symbols. 

2.4) Promote understanding 

across languages. 

2.5) Illustrate through multiple 

media. 

5) Provide options for 

expression & communication. 

5.1) Use multiple media for 

communication. 

5.2) Use multiple tools for 

construction and composition. 

5.3) Build fluencies with 

graduated levels of support for 

practice and performance. 

8) Provide options for 

sustaining effort & 

persistence. 

8.1) Heighten salience of goals 

and objectives. 

8.2) Vary demands and 

resources to optimize 

challenge. 

8.3) Foster collaboration and 

community. 

8.4) Increase mastery-oriented 

feedback. 

Internalize 

3) Provide options for 

comprehension. 

3.1) Activate or supply 

background knowledge. 

3.2) Highlight patterns, critical 

features, big ideas, 

and relationships. 

3.3) Guide information 

processing and visualization. 

3.4) Maximize transfer and 

generalization. 

6) Provide options for 

executive functions. 

6.1) Guide appropriate goal 

setting. 

6.2) Support planning and 

strategy development. 

6.3) Facilitate managing 

information and resources. 

6.4) Enhance capacity for 

monitoring progress. 

9) Provide options for self-

regulation. 

9.1) Promote expectations and 

beliefs that 

optimize motivation. 

9.2) Facilitate personal coping 

skills and strategies. 

9.3) Develop self-assessment 

and reflection. 

Goal 
Expert learners who are 

purposeful & motivated 

Expert learners who are 

resourceful & knowledgeable 

Expert learners who are 

strategic & goal-directed 

Note. Adapted from “Universal Design for Learning Guidelines version 2.2” by CAST (2018). Retrieved 

from http://udlguidelines.cast.org 

 

Education leaders seeking to initiate new programs 

or explore novel models of providing education should 

consider full inclusion and the benefits it provides all 

students. By using backward design to plan ahead and 

intentionally design educational environments to be 

inclusive and support the social-emotional needs of all 

students, education providers can construct new 

realities and dismantle disabling barriers that were first 

constructed by society.  
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