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Abstract 

The transition to inclusive classrooms in Ontario 

meant classroom environments had to adapt to 

the needs of students instead of students being 

expected to adapt to a standardized curriculum 

(Parekh, 2018). Although challenges existed in 

the implementation of this student-centered 

approach, some teachers addressed these 

obstacles through the use of technology, 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and the 

Response to Intervention (RTI) frameworks. This 

paper combined two studies which included both 

teachers' and students' perspectives of inclusive 

classrooms. The primary study examined the 

instructional practices of eight elementary school 

teachers who experienced successful transitions 

to inclusion in bricks and mortar and virtual 

classrooms. The second study explored the 

experiences of students with and without 

disabilities who participated in virtual learning 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Through online 

interviews and classroom observations, the 

teachers demonstrated how technology could 

increase student engagement, differentiate 

instruction, and provide students with alternative 

instruction and assessment methods. However, 

inconsistencies were revealed in screening 

approaches to identify the needs of students and 

monitor students' progress. The students 

engaged in multiple options of learning with 

some experiences more positive than others. 

The paper concludes with a summary of 

technology-based inclusive practices shared by 

teachers and students. 
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Introduction 

My research was founded on the premise that all students can be successful learners in 

inclusive classrooms if their needs are identified early, universal instructional strategies are 

implemented, and students' progress is monitored frequently. In 2009, the Ontario Ministry of 

Education (OME, 2013) established guidelines to support this student-centered approach to 

learning in the educators' resource, Learning for All: Guide of Effective Assessment and 

Instruction for All Students, K-12. However, the processes of early identification and 

intervention outlined in this guide may be challenging to execute if teachers have limited time 

or a lack of classroom support. This paper examined two complementary studies which: 1) 

explored how some teachers integrated technology into two instructional frameworks to 

overcome teachers' obstacles, and 2) sought the perspectives of students with and without 

disabilities about their learning needs in virtual learning inclusive classrooms. 

 
The approaches within the Learning for All guide were derived from the instructional 

frameworks, Response to Intervention (RTI) and Universal Design for Learning (UDL). In 

RTI, teachers use a three-tiered model to identify learning needs and implement 

interventions at increasing levels of intensity depending on student needs (National Center 

for Learning Disabilities, n.d). The essential components within each tier are screening to 

identify needs, implementing interventions, and monitoring students' progress (National 

Center on Response to Intervention, 2010). UDL offers students options of learning through 

its three principles of providing: multiple means of representation; multiple means of action 

and expression; and multiple means of engagement (Cast, 2018). Despite the benefits of 

UDL and RTI, teachers in Cowan and Maxwell (2015) study indicated the RTI process was 

too cumbersome in terms of paperwork. One teacher stated, "There are too many steps to 

get to where you want to get to" and another teacher said "It's too time consuming" (pp. 6-

7). 

 
Technology may help teachers maximize efficiencies and support the unique needs of 

students. In the Learning for All guide, the OME encouraged school boards to identify 

the needs of students and monitor their progress using class profiles and student 

profiles, but since class profiles were optional, all school boards were not using them. 

However, some school boards automated the process of class and student profiles to 

enable easier access by all teachers (OME, 2013). Greenwood et al.’s (2016) study 

revealed that some assistive technology programs placed less demand on teachers and 

were less intimidating for some learners than engaging in small-group instruction led by 

a teacher. Technology can be effective in both bricks and mortar and virtual classrooms. 

Coy et al. (2014) indicated that all students, including those with disabilities can benefit 

from online learning with its multiple features and because the same UDL principles can 

be applied online and in the physical classroom. Although the literature independently 

evidenced the benefits of UDL, RTI and technology-based solutions, there was little 

research considering the impacts of the simultaneous integration of technology within 

UDL and RTI in the transition to inclusive classrooms (Coy et al., 2014; Cowan & 

Maxwell, 2015; Greenwood et al., 2016). Therefore, in order to explore the experiences 

of both students and teachers, my research questions were: 
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• How were teachers using technology and Universal Design for Learning (UDL) to 

identify learning needs, implement instructional strategies and monitor student's 

progress in the RT/ framework? 

• Which educational models, strategies and tools addressed the needs of all 

students in virtual inclusive classrooms? 

Methodology 

Two case studies were completed with: 1) eight elementary school teachers in bricks and 

mortar and virtual inclusive classrooms, and 2) four elementary and three high school 

students and their parents who participated in virtual learning during the COVID-19 

pandemic. The data collected for the studies included online interviews, online classroom 

observations and a document analysis of ministry and school board inclusive education 

policies and processes. 

The teachers were recruited through their school board as having demonstrated exemplary 

inclusive practices and the students with and without disabilities were recruited through a 

virtual learning network. A consent form or assent form (for students) was completed by all 

participants to ensure confidentiality, voluntary participation, and anonymity through the use 

of pseudonyms. The data was analyzed using provisional, descriptive, in vivo coding and 

pattern matching which emerged into themes for both studies. 

Findings and Discussion 

Teacher Study 

Themes which emerged in the teacher study were related to the three components of RTI; 

approaches to screening, intervention, and progress monitoring. Teachers expressed the 

importance of building relationships to identify students' needs and strengths in the 

screening process. However, they also acknowledged having inconsistent access to 

assessments and the use of class profiles and student profiles which resulted in delays in 

special education support received by some students. Automated class profiles which 

have been created by some school boards in Ontario may create efficiencies in the 

screening process (OME, 2013). Teachers revealed that student engagement was 

essential in the implementation of interventions, so they used technology, differentiated 

instruction, and UDL to keep students engaged and motivated to learn. In order to 

measure students' progress, the teachers provided students' choice of assessment 

methods, but teachers conveyed challenges in marking and feedback. Some teachers 

used online educational resources with automated analytics to manage their time, 

however these were generally not board approved resources. A review and revision of 

board approved resources may aid teachers in having access to technology-based 

resources that are beneficial to both students and teachers. 

 
Student Study 

Themes from the student study aligned with the UDL principles, multiple means of 

engagement, representation and action and expression. The positive experiences shared 

by the students mirrored the UDL instructional strategies expressed by successful 

inclusive education teachers. Since the students were taught by teachers with varying 

experience in virtual learning classrooms, a balance of effective and ineffective 
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instructional strategies was accumulated. 

The primary challenges expressed by the students in virtual learning classrooms were 

limited opportunities for engagement and connections with peers. Students were observed 

to be more focused and engaged in the lesson when teachers maximized the technology 

features in the virtual learning platform. These observations mirrored Coy et al.’s (2014) 

study which demonstrated that students with and without disabilities benefitted from 

online learning when teachers used a variety of technology features to enable multiple 

options for learning. 

Conclusion 

The teacher study uncovered a broad range of creative strategies teachers used to identify 

the needs of students early, implement universal interventions, and monitor the students' 

progress. 
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