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Introduction

The European Disability Forum (EDF) is an independent organisation of persons with disabilities that defends the interests of more than 100 million persons with disabilities in Europe. With this position paper EDF would like to present its views and provide recommendations on the EU Digital Education Action Plan 2030 as part of the European Commission’s open public consultation. 

This paper outlines the main barriers to digital education experienced by learners with disabilities. Our messages have been reinforced by recent learning that has come to light since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, which saw an unprecedented number of learners accessing education remotely for the very first time. 

Even before the COVID-19 outbreak, learners with disabilities in the EU were highly at risk of being left behind in education. Persons with disabilities in the EU are shown to be on average 10.1 percentage points more likely to be early school leavers than persons without disabilities
. This number does not include the more than 1 million persons currently living in institutions in the EU
. With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, we witnessed the marginalisation of learners with disabilities in the EU worsening significantly. This was, in no small part, due to the speed with which digital learning was adopted, and the inability to adjust it to the needs of learners with disabilities.

The EU’s obligations towards learners with disabilities
· UN CRPD Article 24 and General Comment No 4 with regards to the right to inclusive education in providing equal access to distance learning for all learners with disabilities, which state that persons with disabilities must have “access an inclusive, quality and free primary education and secondary education on an equal basis with others” and that “reasonable accommodation of the individual’s requirements is provided”;
· Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4 on “Quality in Education”, which includes the aim to “build and upgrade education facilities that are child, disability and gender sensitive and provide safe, nonviolent, inclusive and effective learning environments for all”;
· The 2014 Public Procurement Directive (Directive 2014/24/EU), transposed in the Member States by 2016 at the latest and covering purchases made by educational establishments, outlines in its articles 42 on technical specifications and Article 62 on quality assurance standards, the obligation to purchase technology that can be made accessible for persons with disabilities.
Barriers to digital education for learners with disabilities

Some of the main issues for learners with disabilities have been the following: 

· The technical inaccessibility of online learning platforms, materials and curricula for learners with disabilities; 
· Accessible devices to assist learners with disabilities at home being unaffordable for learners and their families;

· Poor internet access for some learners;
· The absence of technical support to help students with disabilities and/or their parents to connect to and use online platforms;

· Online material and resources not being adapted to the learning needs of learners with disabilities;

· Teachers not having a sufficient understanding of how to provide inclusive educational material in digital format when conducting distance learning;

· The absence of one-to-one parallel support normally available in the classroom (learners with intellectual disabilities, for example, might not be able follow the teacher’s instructions independently without personalised support);

· Over-dependence on parents, family members or carers for educational support;
· Limited opportunity to learn from observation of and interaction with peers.
Implementation of the 2016 Web Accessibility Directive 
In addition to this, there has been a more specific issue linked to the implementation of 2016 Web Accessibility Directive, since this Directive allows Member States to exclude the “non-essential online administrative function” of websites and mobile applications of schools. If education institutions do not incorporate accessibility in the technical specifications of the online platforms they procure, these may not be usable for learners with disabilities. 

In addition to this, accessible online platforms need to be accompanied by training for staff in how to make the content and educational process itself accessible and inclusive. Without differentiated and accessible content, an accessible online platform alone will not serve its purpose for learners with disabilities. 
Recommendations for the Digital Education Action Plan

We call for the Digital Education Action Plan to: 

· Ensure all initiatives in the Action Plan are inclusive of and accessible to learners with disabilities;
· Promote digital accessible learning environments with adapted materials for learners with disabilities. We recommend that digital learning platforms are included in the Web Accessibility Directive. To ensure inclusive and accessible learning environment/process for wide diversity of learner, including learners with disabilities, educational institutions should follow the European Standard EN 17161:2019 ‘Design for All - Accessibility following a Design for All approach in products, goods and services - Extending the range of users’. Schools should also ensure that the digital tools and platforms they use follow the Accessibility requirements for ICT products and services of European Standard EN301 549 v. 3.1.1 and Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.1.

· Provide alternative and accessible education materials and ensure reasonable accommodations based on individual needs of learners with disabilities. Reasonable accommodation could constitute, for example, setting up the assistive technologies the learner may need at home (e.g. screen magnifiers), providing person-centred support (e.g. personal assistance or sign language interpretation), or adjusted learning and evaluation processes (e.g. extra time for exams or assessment by observation or portfolio of learning); 
· Invest in increasing the digital skills of learners with disabilities, including specific actions related to increasing their knowledge of digital accessibility features and how to make use of them;

· Train teachers and teaching assistants, with the help of EU funds, in how to create accessible digital content for learners with disabilities;  
· Increase the competences of ICT professionals in accessibility for persons with disabilities and invest in training future professionals to become specialised technical support and accessibility for persons with disabilities;
· Encourage the exchange of good practice in accessible digital education between Member States and regions;
· Guarantee the same commitment to accessible and inclusive digital education is upheld when EU funds are invested in countries outside the European Union; 
· Mainstream the needs of young learners with disabilities, with particular attention to digital learning, into the EU’s new Child Rights Strategy; 
· Gather data on access to digital education for leaners with disabilities. Disaggregate all data by age, sex and type of disability. Collect specific data sets to assess the level of access to digital learning for learners with disabilities and the specific barriers they face- this should be done urgently to ensure targeted actions within the strategy;

· Make sure that every learner with a disability has their own computer and internet access wherever they live and enable them to use it independently;
· Promote inclusive and accessible communication platforms between teachers and parents, to ensure that parents with disabilities have equal access to parent-teacher digital communication in a timely manner;
· Ensure that persons with disabilities and their representative organisations are involved in meaningful consultation when guiding the implementation of the points listed above.
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