Focus On Fair

From: Kluth, P. (2025). Universal Design Daily: 365 Ways to Teach, Support, & Challenge All Learners Using UDL. KDP.

In a UDL classroom, some learners may get materials or experiences
that others do not. Some students will point out these perceived
inequities and declare them unfair. For this reason, it is important to
start the year by emphasizing that “fair does not mean equal” and no
learner in the classroom will get the exact same treatment as their
classmates. Some students, for instance, will type with an adapted
keyboard, some will take tests in other environments, some will use
talking calculators, some will work with partners more often than their
peers, some will use headphones to block out background noise during
certain lessons, and some will need support from a multilingual teacher.

Point out that everyone in the classroom has different needs and will, therefore, get something “special” at
some point during the year—whether it's a phone call home to share good news, a make-up test because of an
illness, or extra help preparing for an upcoming math competition. Use these examples as a starting point for
communicating that you will always try to give students what they need, but that you will never treat them the
same because they are not the same. Each student is unique and should be treated as such.

To teach “fair vs. equal” in the classroom, try the following ideas:

¢ Define the two words.
¢ Have a class discussion about creating a fair classroom.
e Share examples from literature (e.g., Fair is Fair by Sonny Varela).

¢ Ask students to write a letter to the teacher about their unique needs. Are they shy? Do they take an
hour or two to feel awake in the morning? Do they like to be recognized for their artistic abilities? Let
them know that you will use this information to create learning experiences that are as fair and
responsive as possible.

¢ |nvite students to suggest “special treatment” that they would welcome or enjoy at certain times
during the year (e.g., feedback via sticky notes on/in desk, 1-minute check-ins, lunch in the classroom,
opportunities to plan a lesson with my teacher, time to share one of my talents with the group).

¢ Create a Venn diagram or anchor chart comparing fair and equal. Start by sharing your own examples.
Then, have students share additional ideas.

¢ lllustrate the concept. This idea is especially helpful for young children. Many teachers introduce the
concept of “fair vs. equal” with some version of the “bandage game” where a student is asked to role-
play having a small injury. That student comes to the front of the room and gets a bandage on the arm.
Then, every other student in the classroom also gets a bandage on the arm because “it isn’t fair for only
one student to get a bandage.” Students typically understand immediately that everyone doesn't need
a bandage. The group can then discuss how different students have different needs and will, therefore,
require different supports.

Choose one of these ideas or try them all!
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