Module 3: Lesson 3
Design Options for Language and Symbols
Clarify Vocabulary, Symbols, and Language Structures
Students' varying levels of knowledge impact their interpretation of words, symbols, and icons (CAST, 2024). It is important to offer alternative representations for important terminology or symbols in your course.
There are many ways to foster an accessible learning environment and the strategies you adopt will vary depending on your learning context. Here are a few you can try.
Strategies:
Provide text descriptions of symbols, icons, or graphics to explain the content.
Provide visuals to support vocabulary, like charts, graphs, maps, images, videos.
Explain "Idioms, archaic expressions, culturally exclusive phrases, and slang" (CAST, 2024). For example, the phrase “Spill the tea” is about telling rumours or gossip, and not actually about making a mess with a hot drink. Think about sayings your students may be exposed to in a multigenerational workplace during field placement and consider pre-teaching their meanings.
Help students make connections between new terminology or symbols and prior knowledge or experiences (CAST, 2024).
Explain the relationship between key concepts to assist with understanding.
Embed hyperlinks to further explanations of more complicated concepts. For example, in a Year 2 course to remind students of concepts learned in an earlier semester.
Support Decoding of Text, Mathematical Notation, and Symbols
Students develop fluency, or automaticity, in decoding text (i.e., reading) and other symbols (i.e., math, science) through repeated exposure and practice. We know students have a range of abilities in these areas and some learners develop fluency more quickly. It is helpful to allow tools to support decoding skills so that students can focus their energy on understanding the information (CAST, 2024). Here are a few strategies you can try.
Strategies:
Enable text-to-speech technology in your Learning Management System.
Provide access to voice recorded readings that provide improved prosody (emotion, intonation) over other tech-based tools.
Demonstrate how to use technology like Google NotebookLM, Google Read&Write and Speechify.
Provide several examples of science, coding or math problems and their solutions, for review and practice. Provide links to easy video explanations through sites like the Khan Academy.
Provide many representations of information, like graphs, formulas, etc. (CAST, 2024).
Teach students how to use generative AI like MathGPT: Students can paste mathematical expressions into AI tools and get a step-by-step explanation in plain language (ChatGPT, April 25, 2025).
Cultivate Understanding and Respect Across Languages and Dialects
The UDL guidelines suggest that teachers should provide key information in dominant and non-dominant languages, so all students feel supported (CAST, 2024).
Here are a few options you might find helpful.
Strategies:
We can empower our students to access technology to support their language needs, by providing links to reputable translation apps.
When we introduce domain-specific terminology it is helpful to include plain language definitions (i.e., common terms) with visual supports.
Invite groups to make mind maps of terminology or key concepts using several languages or dialects.
Incorporate sign languages (CAST, 2024).
Explore the Hand Talk app that converts text or voice to American Sign Language (ASL) (or Portuguese to Libras)
Promote opportunities to share language, cultures, and background.
Address Biases in the Use of Language and Symbols
CAST (2024) explains that "language is intimately interwoven with a person’s culture, values, and sense of identity". For this reason, it is important that we welcome the use of multiple languages and make our lessons as accessible as possible so that linguistically diverse learners have a sense of belonging.
There are many ways we can achieve this. Here are a few strategies that you might find helpful.
Strategies:
Ensure we have closed captions for any videos, preferably using technology that allows students to self-select the language of the captions.
If we share audio files or podcasts, we should provide transcripts. This way, students can use translation tools to review content in their preferred language.
Language itself can contain bias. CAST suggests the following:
· Avoid using ableist language (expressions that use terms associated with disabilities as pejoratives including sayings like "falls on deaf ears").
· Avoid using language and symbols associated with oppression, discrimination, or dehumanization (CAST, 2024).
Caution: Using generative AI can inadvertently promote ableist or oppressive language, often because AI models are trained on large-scale datasets from the internet that reflect societal biases, stereotypes, and discriminatory norms (ChatGPT, April 25, 2025). Teach students to be alert to potential biases.
Illustrate through Multiple Media
Think about how you can make text-based information in your courses more relatable and accessible for all learners.
The strategies you adopt will vary depending on your learning context. Here are a few you might find useful or that might prompt new ideas.
Strategies:
Share videos, graphics, simulations, models, and physical or virtual manipulatives
Simulated environments help students gain practical experience that mimics real-world challenges. Algonquin’s Paramedic program has a mock apartment and ambulance training vehicles to provide exposure to simulated work environments.
Applied Health programs often use interactive anatomy apps for a 3D view of the skeletal framework and other organ systems.
· Anatomy 3D Atlas and Complete Anatomy are two options
Educators can prompt AI-based video generation tools (like Pika, Synthesia, or Canva's AI features) to animate a process, narrate a timeline, represent a cause-effect relationships through motion and audio (ChatGPT, April 25, 2025).
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