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LOUI: 
Hello, and welcome to UDL in 15 Minutes, where educators discuss their experiences 
with UDL. I’m Loui Lord Nelson, UDL author and leader.  

Today, I’m talking with Tracy Dabbs, the coordinator of technology and innovation and 
UDL Lead for ESD 189, and her district of Burlington-Edison School District. Tracy is 
going to talk about how UDL transformed her professional learning design. Welcome, 
Tracy! 
 
TRACY: 
Hello Louie! Thank you so much for this opportunity to share my story with you and your 
audience. This is amazing! I have listened to you so much and this has been on my 
bucket list, so thank you so much. 
 
LOUI: 
Oh, you're so welcome! Okay, so let's get started with your role and how you came to 
know UDL. 
 
TRACY: 
Perfect. So Burlington-Edison, we have an enrollment of about thirty-three hundred 
students. About 50% are language learners and 70% are low-income. So that's my 
district. I started eight years in an elementary school classroom. And then was given a 
chance to get to coach and coordinate technology, and I'm 20 years in that now. I can't 
believe it. And I found UDL about six years ago during a search for a common 
instructional framework, right? We had like 5 different frameworks and it was just 
insane. So we're trying to look for something that would encompass everything and 
consider all of our needs. And now I get to be the UDL lead for my district and I still get 
to be the coordinator of tech, so I think it's a really wonderful blend. 
 
LOUI: 
That's awesome. So then, when you were in the classroom those 8 years, what was 
your role there? 
 
TRACY: 
So I taught first and second grade. I also have a SPED degree, so I, of course, was 
loaded with a lot of SPED students and a lot of language learners, and I didn't have 
UDL at the time, so I love reflecting back on my classroom experience on the things that 



I did try. And so now in my new role where I get to help other people in their 
classrooms, I almost wish, gosh I wish I would have known that back when I was in the 
classroom, but that was my classroom experience. 
 
LOUI: 
Yeah, I know I've said it on here before, and I say it in practically every professional 
development, I think. I want to go back and apologize to my students and I had my first 
year of teaching. 
 
TRACY: 
Yes! I actually have a student that is now a teacher in our district and will actually talk 
about that. It's really funny. It's really funny. She's lovely. 
 
LOUI: 
Yeah, luckily, I don't think any of us really do huge amounts of harm, but oh, it's hard.  
 
TRACY: 
I hope not. Exactly. 
 
LOUI: 
Alright, so you have been working through a process and that kind of the process that 
you've experienced of learning about universal design for learning, so tell us about that. 
 
TRACY: 
So, of course, you know, I was quite a few years in giving professional learning to 
teachers and thought I've got it all down. I can't learn anything new, right? And then 
after, I stumbled across to UDL. It really kind of shook me, right? I didn't realize how 
controlling I was of my learning of my learning experiences I was providing. So I kept 
reading the books a few of them a few times, especially your Design and Deliver. Oh my 
gosh, I'm on my fourth time through that book. I just but learning something new every 
time. Read all the articles. I watched the videos, but I was still stuck in that “Show me 
the checklist. Show me what this looks like.” I kept cycling that through of if you just 
show me the three things I need to do, I know I can do it. And then I just started 
designing things, right? I'm just going to try. So I started designing some PD and trying it 
out, and that's when the shift happened for me. It's like I started to see what it meant, 
and it really became “It's not a checklist.” It's really funny. I remember talking to you 
about this earlier, that I couldn't really put my finger on what it was that happened, but 
now, as I really think about it, it was actually experiencing trying the design, right? And It 
really became, gosh, it really is a mind shift. It's this way of designing where I consider 
barriers and reflect upon what those barriers, how they impact, and what can I 



proactively do. Right? And how can I really turn that learning and those choices over to 
students? And I just I had to experience it a few times, then see it and realize what was 
happening. And the thing that was so amazing to me is as soon as I got to that shift part 
I couldn't unsee it, right? And so then I just started seeing it in all these places and then, 
like with my leadership team that I work with at the high school, a lot of people and I 
support high school staff. We still get a lot of people that just say, “Just show me the 
checklist. If you can just give me…”, and I'm like, no, it's not that! Stick with us a little bit 
longer, and you'll see it as well, right? We have to get past that. Just show me what it 
looks like, right?  
 
LOUI: 
Yeah. 
 
TRACY: 
Right? It was just a really interesting shift for me, but it did it took a lot of books. It took a 
lot of articles in re-reading, but like I said, as soon as I really started myself trying it out 
a little bit and experiencing that, everything kind of just came together. There was this 
coalescing moment, right? where it was just really interesting. 
 
LOUI: 
Yeah, I think when somebody like you did, experiences where they've been digging into 
it, but still wanting that checklist but that flip moment, then like you said, it is like the top 
of the funnel opens up, and everything just comes rushing in. And it just seems to fit into 
our brain and go, oh, ah, oh okay. 
 
Yeah, and so, you and I and so many people in our position, we just we first we love to 
see that, and then it's so exciting when somebody experiences it,  
 
TRACY: 
Exactly! 
 
LOUI: 
…and B it is our constant um gosh push to try to find our way to help others experience 
that. 
 
TRACY: 
Right? And you can't do it for them.  
 
LOUI: 
Mm-mmm. 



TRACY: 
And it's almost like you just got to trust, and I just kept saying that to our high school 
staff, just trust me for a bit longer. And then it was interesting to me how we kept, kind of 
going back to those foundational pieces behind UDL that you speak to in your books 
where, do we still agree that learner variability is a thing? Okay, yes, so that gives us 
this ammunition to keep trying. And okay, oh my goodness, do we still believe that 
expert learning has to be the goal? That it's not just our content, it's this deeper layer 
beyond. Okay, we believe that. All right. That gives us a different way to look at what 
we're doing with students. And then that third one that always resonates with me is that 
you always must have a firm but flexible goal for any learning experience. And so that 
kind of having those 3 big grounding things gives us the energy and the purpose for why 
we then want to look at and reflect on the lessons we've always taught, right? Or think 
of a different way to design. So those foundational pieces have been just this really 
great grounding piece for me to share for myself and for our staff of just let's go back to 
these big purpose points, right? Because if we believe those to be true and that we 
have to do something about those, then it gives us this reason to do what we consider 
at first really hard lift, big work. And then we can see how that's slowly over time, not too 
slowly, actually. It's amazing how quickly it doesn't seem like as much work when we 
build in. Oh, there's a routine that I'm always going to do. Oh, now I have this framework 
of I'm not redesigning every lesson; I'm using this same thing and all my lessons, and 
that was kind of a nice, ah deep breath for our leadership team, so that was just really 
powerful. 
 
LOUI: 
Yeah, and so when you're talking about the reflection, you know our personal reflection, 
but then as you're helping other people reflect, and that makes me think about the 
feedback loops that you've talked about a lot and how powerful those have been and so 
I really want you to talk about that. 
 
TRACY: 
Oh my goodness, okay, so this was the biggest change that we've had. The biggest 
change. So, in just starting with our high school, just to get them to even want to do 
anything, I asked them, well, how is instruction going, right? And like, oh, it's fine. It's 
fine. Okay, fine is not great, and who is it fine for? And then there was just silence. 
Right? And it was have we ever asked our students? And it started this wonderful 
journey on, oh my gosh, if we're not asking them on a regular basis, how is learning 
going for them? What do they need? We're completely missing out. And then what I 
love so much is that it so mirrors what we have to do in our professional learning. If 
we're not doing that for our teachers, if we're not asking them how this PD is resonating 
with them and working for them, we are so missing out. We are doing PD to them or 



professional learning to them, not with and for them. So, this has been the biggest shift 
for me. I actually got to write an article for Edutopia that they published on this. It really 
was really exciting but just asking them, are we meeting our goals in professional 
learning? We started with 30% of our high school teachers saying that we were meeting 
their needs professional learning. Pretty typical, and I know high school can be ornery, 
but I love them. But after a few sessions of asking them, showing them how we were 
shifting the PD based on what they said, we're at 97 to 100 % on all of our sessions now 
with them feeling listened to. We've completely shifted some of our PD from really large 
group to small groups that are all getting the same message but in smaller sessions for 
them based on what they asked. And then, in some cases doing very, very open 
exploration on a topic, depending on where we are in the learning, is to very structured. 
These are the 2 things I want you to get out of this. And here is how I'm going to support 
you to kind of explore what that is. And it's based solely on what they're telling us. And 
just the feedback from staff that they've never had PD like this before they've just. This 
is like, unlike anything they've experienced, right? It is just amazing. And then shifting 
that to our high school team that's really trying this work. I had a math teacher. “I don't 
feel comfortable asking my students for feedback. They're just going to blast me as a 
teacher.” But then, she's like, I'm going to give it a try, and she was blown away by what 
they shared with her. How they shared it impacted their learning, and now she's asking 
them all the time, and now it's the thing I love, whether it's professional learning or our 
classrooms, it's shifting a way that the lesson design is mine, and I've created it, and I'm 
responsible. Where I'm taking your feedback, I can only make this as great as you help 
me make it for all of us. And so now it's not as personal. I don't feel as attacked on a 
feedback survey because it's our we're going to work on it together. And so just this shift 
and release of I'm crafting this lesson with you helping me. It's been super powerful in 
our classrooms and our professional learning. It's amazing to me, and now I'm using like 
the framework for all of our professional learning. We use it exactly like we would do a 
lesson plan. And it's amazing how well a learner is a learner, right? It's amazing how 
well it's worked and how it's really bringing things out for us. 
 
LOUI: 
That's awesome. It's a huge benefit when I get to work with a group, you know, several 
times, right? So sometimes I only get to go once because that's been the request, but 
when I have that opportunity to work… 
 
TRACY: 
Right, 
 
LOUI: 



…with a group multiple times., what I found is, with adults, and in the PD setting, and of 
course, like you, I'm using the framework, obviously to design the whole thing, but the 
first time that I ask for feedback and, of course I give some kind of multiple choice or fill 
in the blank type things, but then I'll leave room for paragraphs, and there's just a little 
bit there. And then come back and say here, this is what I heard. This is what I saw. 
Here are the responses, and then it opens up a little bit more. There's that trust 
relationship that we have to create with any learner, and so our adult learners need that 
trust relationship, too. Which you're just you're speaking to so well and then, like your 
math teacher and other teachers have the experience, “I need to trust my learners, but I 
need to give them the chance”, and then once that is there, it's, whew! It opens up so 
much! So many doors. It's incredible. 
 
TRACY: 
It is. It's amazing, and it's just like any other skill. When our students first start giving us 
feedback, it's probably not going to be great, right? And then talking through what is 
great feedback. And then that just goes through so many different skills, right? How do 
we give great feedback to people? How can I take in that feedback? So that piece is so 
powerful, and I just, I reflect on how we would give a lot of surveys in the past but that 
we'd never come back to them. And that was that big missing piece, right? We never 
made it a loop. We just, ah, we took your feedback and you had no idea how we used it 
if we even looked at it, and so that powerful piece of closing that loop and just 
continuing it with, this is what you told me this is what we're going to try now and we're 
going to keep coming back. It's just making learning seem very much like a cycle and 
focusing on that process. So just so powerful. 
 
LOUI: 
Yeah. I know it's outside of a learning cycle, but like when you fill in the survey for the 
company, and they're like, we want to hear your feedback, but then you hear nothing 
back, and it's like that was worthless. That is not worth my time because you didn't tell 
me anything. 
 
TRACY: 
Oh yes. 
 
LOUI: 
We're not supposed to have favorites, but I will admit that I really do think my favorite 
checkpoint, out of the entire set of guidelines, is in mastery-oriented feedback, under 
sustaining effort and persistence. So, increased mastery-oriented feedback. So you 
know if that's of course to us as the designers, but then also it's for our learners so they 



learn how to give mastery-oriented feedback. We all benefit from mastery-oriented 
feedback. 
 
TRACY: 
Yes, exactly. 
 
LOUI: 
Oh, this has been such a great conversation. I really, really appreciate it, Tracy. I think 
people are gonna have key takeaways about some steps they can take and the 
encouragement to keep going so that funnel will open up. And then also this concept of 
feedback loops, and how valuable they are for any instructional designer and learner to 
have regardless of age. So, thank you so much. 
 
TRACY: 
Thank you, Loui. This is just such a pleasure and honor to get to speak with you. Thank 
you so much. 
 
LOUI: 
Oh, you're welcome. So, for those listening to this podcast, you can find supplemental 
materials like an image montage with closed captioning, that montage with audio 
descriptions, a transcript, and an associated blog at my website, which is 
www.theudlapproach.com/podcasts. And finally, if you have a story to share about UDL 
implementation for UDL in 15 Minutes, you can contact me through 
www.theUDLapproach.com. And thanks to everyone for your work in revolutionizing 
education through UDL and making it our goal to develop expert learners. 
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