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Responding to Diverse Needs in Early Learning 
Settings



inclusion is…

So that children 
can…

feel confident and safe to 

identify 
(and where Disability is an 

identity)

teaching and planning for  

 diversity 
in early learning programs
(where Diversity includes 

Disability)
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When the conditions are 
right, everyone can be

successful



What is a barrier?

What is a goal?



Goal:



Goal: To order and enjoy a coffee in a local coffee shop



Barrier: What is getting 
in the way AROUND a 
person, that is 
preventing them from 
meeting a goal

Barrier: Stairs

Goal: To order and enjoy a coffee in a local coffee shop



Barrier = Stairs Reduce the Barrier =

Goal: To order and enjoy a coffee in a local coffee shop



Barrier = Stairs Reduce the Barrier = Ramp

Goal: To order and enjoy a coffee in a local coffee shop



UDL 3.0: The Ramps for Learning

Goal: For children to engage, understand, and show growth in learning



UDL 3.0: The Ramps for Learning

Goal: For children to engage, understand, and show growth in learning

Barriers: What is getting in the way AROUND a child, that is preventing 
them from meeting a goal



Reducing Barriers: Building the ramps in learning

See: https://udlguidelines.cast.org/



UDL Principle: Action & Expression

Supports children’s growth by offering many ways to participate, communicate, and show what they 
know. Language intentionally centers children and reflects inclusive, strengths-based practice.
UDL 3.0 
Indicator

What this means for early learning 
settings

The 6.2 Ramp: 
Anticipate and 
plan for 
challenges

Educators “set children up to do 
hard things” by noticing what 
tends to be tricky and planning 
ahead by: 
- previewing changes
- using visuals and schedules,
- rehearsing routines through 

play
- offering role choices
- planning regulation supports
- simplifying steps, and 
- ensuring multiple ways to 

participate/communicate. 

The goal is not to prevent 
challenge, but to reduce 
avoidable frustration and help 
children build coping strategies, 
confidence, and independence 
within a supportive community



UDL Principle: Action & Expression

Supports children’s growth by offering many ways to participate, communicate, and show what they 
know. Language intentionally centers children and reflects inclusive, strengths-based practice.
UDL 3.0 
Indicator

What this means for early learning 
settings

How this connects to ELECT (Early 
Learning for Every Child Today)

How this connects to HDLH (How 
Does Learning Happen?)

The 6.2 Ramp: 
Anticipate and 
plan for 
challenges

Educators “set children up to do 
hard things” by noticing what 
tends to be tricky and planning 
ahead by: 
- previewing changes
- using visuals and schedules,
- rehearsing routines through 

play
- offering role choices
- planning regulation supports
- simplifying steps, and 
- ensuring multiple ways to 

participate/communicate. 

The goal is not to prevent 
challenge, but to reduce 
avoidable frustration and help 
children build coping strategies, 
confidence, and independence 
within a supportive community

ELECT emphasizes responsive 
environments, developmental 
variability, and intentional 
observation to plan programming 
that meets children where they are. 

Anticipating challenges aligns with 
ELECT’s focus on using knowledge of 
development and relationships to 
design supportive conditions for 
learning, including adapting 
expectations, scaffolding skills 
(self-regulation, communication, 
social problem-solving), and 
partnering with families to 
understand children’s strengths, 
needs, and contexts.

HDLH emphasizes that learning 
happens through relationships and 
conditions that foster Belonging, 
Well-Being, Engagement, and 
Expression. 

Planning for challenges 
supports Well-Being by reducing 
stress and supporting regulation, 
supports Belonging by keeping 
children included during hard 
moments (instead of removed), 
supports Engagement by making 
participation feel doable, and 
supports Expression by ensuring 
children have ways to 
communicate needs, choices, and 
feelings—especially when things 
get tricky



UDL 3.0 
Indicator

What this looks like for children 
ages 0-2

What this looks like for children 
ages 3-5

What this looks like for children 
ages 6-12
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Planning through predictable 
routines: Consistent sequences 
(arrive → wash hands → snack) so 
children can anticipate what’s next.
Rehearsal before transitions: Adults 
preview what’s coming (show shoes, 
point to outside, sing transition songs).
Support tools placed in 
reach: Comfort objects, quiet cozy 
spaces, sensory supports available 
before distress escalates.
Adults plan for the child with the 
child: Caregivers notice patterns 
(hunger, fatigue) and adjust timing, 
environment, and pacing.
Gentle “pre-correction”: Adults 
support success without shame (move 
away from loud area; offer lap; reduce 
stimulation).
Co-regulation as planning: Adults 
help children “borrow calm” so they 
can tolerate waiting and changes.

Visual “ready plans”: Simple picture 
routines for common challenges 
(clean-up, lining up, waiting turns, 
toileting).
Role-play tricky moments: Practice 
“what to do when…” (someone takes 
your block, you feel overwhelmed, you 
don’t want to stop playing).
“First/Then” and “Plan B” 
thinking: Children learn there’s 
another way when the first plan 
doesn’t work (different material, 
different role, different space).
Problem-solving language: “What 
might be hard? What could help? Who 
can we ask? Where can we go?”
Planning tools that aren’t text-
heavy: Photo cues, object cues, 
simple maps of the room, choice 
cards.
Group planning rituals: Morning 
meeting plan, centre planning boards 
(“Where will you start? What do you 
need?”).

Co-created group plans: Kids help 
design the schedule and norms (what 
we do first, where to go for help, how 
we handle conflict).
Choice-based coping plans: Kids 
choose strategies for expected 
challenges (noise, boredom, 
competitive games, homework time).
Planning for energy after 
school: Built-in decompression entry 
routine (snack, movement, quiet zone) 
before demands or group activities
Explicit transition supports: Posted 
schedule, 5–2–1 warnings, predictable 
clean-up jobs, timers kids control.
Belonging-safe planning: Kids can 
opt out, take breaks, or choose quiet 
roles without losing belonging (“You 
can still be part of this”).
Restorative planning: After conflict, 
kids plan for next time (“What will we 
try if it happens again?”).



UDL Ramp: Principle:

What this means in educator and family friendly 
language

What this looks like for children  ages 
_________



Barrier: What is getting 
in the way AROUND a 
person, that is 
preventing them from 
meeting a goal

Goal: To order and enjoy a coffee in a local coffee shop



Barrier: What is getting 
in the way AROUND a 
person, that is 
preventing them from 
meeting a goal

Need: What a person 
NEEDS SUPPORT for

Goal: To order and enjoy a coffee in a local coffee shop



Barrier = Stairs
Need = Physical

Reduce the Barrier = Ramp
Support the Need = Chair

Goal: To order and enjoy a coffee in a local coffee shop



The Five

Strength 
Based 

Criteria

needs

Where could a child be?  What is right? How do we help them grow?

Dimensions



The Five

Strength 
Based 

Criteria

needs

Where could a child be?  What is right? How do we help them grow?

Dimensions



Need: What a person NEEDS SUPPORT for

Equitable
Access

Personal & 
Physical 
Needs

Social & 
Emotional 

Needs

Learning & 
Intellectual 

Needs



Determining and Prioritizing Needs in Early Learning 
Communities

Equitable
Access

• Attention
• Anxiety 
• Communication 

(receptive)
• Communication 

(expressive)
• Eating/Food
• Executive functioning
• Family/community 

and/or identity
• Frustration/ Anger
• Grief/ Trauma 

Physical & 
Personal 

Needs

Social & 
Emotional 

Needs

Learning & 
Intellectual  

Needs

• Gross and/or Fine motor
• Intellectual ability (access)
• Language
• Medical 
• Personal Care
• Physical/Mobility
• Self Regulation (emotional)
• Self Regulation (behavioural)
• Self Esteem
• Sensory 
• Social Skills
• Transitioning
• Vision and/or hearing



I Must: Look at
• Find a partner or group oof 3
• Look at the UDL 3.0 “ramps” and choose one that you are not sure 

about

I Can: Choose
• Choose 1 UDL “ramp” and translate it into family and educator friendly 

language

I Could: Apply
• Think about what that “ramp” could look like in 0-2, 3-5, or 6-12 program 

settings

Understanding UDL 3.0



Reflect on your

• One new thing I learned today 
is…

• I used to think… but now I 
think ….

• After today, something I want 
to learn more about is…

learning from this session
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