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Digital and Distance Apprenticeships:
An Opportunity to Redesign Inclusion for Deaf

People in Europe

Rethinking Accessibility in the Digital Labour Market

The rapid digital transformation of education and work, accelerated by the COVID-19
pandemic, has profoundly changed how people learn, train, and enter the labour market.
While this transition has posed new challenges, it has also opened unprecedented
opportunities to redesign inclusion models, particularly for deaf and hard-of-hearing
people across Europe.

Distance learning, remote work, and digital apprenticeships are no longer temporary
solutions but structural components of modern labour markets. When designed inclusively,
they can help dismantle long-standing barriers faced by deaf individuals, especially in
vocational education and training (VET) pathways.

However, accessibility does not happen automatically with digitalisation. Without
intentional design, digital environments risk reproducing (or even amplifying) exclusion.

Digital Barriers Faced by Deaf Apprentices

Despite technological progress, many deaf learners and apprentices still face significant
obstacles in digital and distance-based training contexts:

e Lack of accessible digital content, including missing subtitles, captions, or sign
language interpretation in online training modules.

¢ Platforms not designed for visual communication, limiting effective interaction
between apprentices, tutors, and companies.

¢ Limited digital skills among trainers and employers, who may not be familiar with
inclusive digital tools or deaf-friendly practices.

¢ Unequal access to assistive technologies, such as real-time captioning, video relay
services, or accessible learning management systems.

These barriers can undermine participation, learning outcomes, and long-term
employability, even in environments that are technically “remote” and flexible.
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Why Distance Apprenticeships Can Be a Game-Changer

When accessibility is embedded from the start, distance apprenticeships can offer
concrete advantages for deaf and hard-of-hearing people:
¢ Visual-first learning environments, which align naturally with deaf communication
preferences.
¢ Flexible interaction tools, allowing communication through text, video, sign language,
and asynchronous channels.
¢ Reduced physical and communication barriers, particularly in regions where local
support services or interpreters are scarce.
¢ Cross-border opportunities, enabling deaf apprentices to access training and work
experiences beyond their immediate geographic context.

Digital apprenticeships, therefore, represent not just an alternative format but a strategic
lever for equity and inclusion.

The Role of Quality Standards in Ensuring Inclusion

Accessibility cannot rely solely on goodwill or isolated good practices. It requires shared
quality standards that guide VET providers, companies, and policymakers in designing
inclusive distance apprenticeships.

This is where QSA4Disability plays a crucial role. The project aims to define and promote a
Quality Standard for Distance Apprenticeships for Deaf and Hard of Hearing People,
ensuring that inclusion is systemic, measurable, and sustainable.

The QSA4Disability approach focuses on:
¢ Clear accessibility criteria for digital apprenticeship environments
¢ Inclusive communication protocols between apprentices, tutors, and companies
¢ Training and awareness tools for VET staff and employers
¢ Digital monitoring tools to support apprentices throughout their learning journey

By doing so, the project supports a shift from ad-hoc accommodations to structured
inclusion.

Aligning with European Policies and Priorities

The objectives of QSA4Disability align with broader European commitments, including:

* The European Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030

¢ The Digital Education Action Plan

¢ The promotion of inclusive and digitally competent labour markets
Distance apprenticeships, when governed by quality standards, contribute directly to
these priorities by improving employability, autonomy, and equal participation for deaf
people.
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Conclusion

Digitalisation alone does not guarantee inclusion, but inclusive digitalisation can transform
lives. Distance apprenticeships represent a powerful opportunity to rethink how deaf
people access skills, qualifications, and meaningful employment in Europe.
By defining shared standards and practical tools, the QSA4Disability project contributes to
building a future where deaf apprentices are not “adapted to” existing systems, but fully
recognised as active participants in a diverse and accessible labour market.

Inclusion is not a by-product of technology; it is a design choice.
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