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In recent years, there have been significant developments in the education of per-
sons with disabilities. Currently, many education systems in European countries
and globally are heading towards increasingly inclusive models of education.
Very often these developments are the result of substantial legislative changes
that stimulate the advancement of inclusive approaches to education. The role of
technology in the empowerment of learners with disabilities and the enhance-
ment of the entire educational environment is key, but it is not fully explored in
many schools.

Inclusive education is about how we develop and design schools, classrooms,
programmes, and activities so that all students can learn and participate together.
An inclusive education environment is one that supports all of its students to
access, participate in, and benefit from an appropriate education, with values
of equity and respect for diversity, that is recognised as a basic human right by
a number of instruments of the United Nations (UN) such as the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child,
and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD).
Therefore, every school is inclusive if it supports its students to fulfil their full
potential, educationally, socially, and in all aspects of their development.

Research suggests the use of digital tools and resources as powerful tools
in teaching and learning (Higgins, Xiao & Katsipataki, 2012). The continu-
ing development in the availability of technology in schools and society has the
potential to facilitate and promote inclusive practice (European Agency, 2013).
The United Nations’ Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNE-
SCO, 2011) notes that the use of technology in education facilitates personalised
learning, as it enables flexible curriculum development and assists learners with
different needs to participate as equals in the learning experience.

As matter of fact, nowadays technology plays an important role in helping
persons with disabilities to be involved in education processes. Therefore, any
educational environment, whether belonging to formal, non-formal, or infor-
mal education, needs to be ready to face the challenges posed by the use of
technological solutions for supporting persons with disabilities who want to
participate in and benefit from teaching and learning. As with many other sec-
tors, the far-reaching digitalisation of society is affecting the educational sector.
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The overall educational experience is changing, including the way people partic-
ipate in education and learn.

Modern technology has the potential to increase the opportunities to over-
come the barriers that persons with disabilities would otherwise experience. On
the other hand, digitalisation, if not designed inclusively, can mask the risk of
marginalisation of groups, who instead of being empowered, face new barriers.
In the case of persons with disabilities, the lack of access to appropriate techno-
logical assistive solutions is such a risk. The gap in access to ICT-based Assistive
Technology (IC1-AT) is generally known as the digital divide and frequently
follows other inequalities, including those related to gender, class, and income.

Because of the undoubted importance that ICT-AT has for persons with dis-
abilities, the development of digital skills is fundamental. Digital literacy is im-
portant for all citizens in the digital society and so is the right of persons with
disabilities to fully access ICT-AT solutions.

Many international and national bodies highlight the need to actively pro-
mote the use of ICT-AT as potential human rights (UNESCO, 2016). This is
also stated in many international documents, such as the International Tele-
communications Union (2013), the Digital Agenda for Europe (2010), and the
UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (Assembly, 2007).
Moreover, the UN Member States signing the convention have an obligation
to support the promotion of AT and consequently the provision of quality
training.

The term Assistive Technology means different things to different people
and covers “technologies, equipment, devices, apparatus, services, systems, pro-
cesses and environmental modifications used by disabled and /or elderly people
to overcome the social, infrastructural and other barriers to independence, full
participation in society and carrying out activities safely and easily” (Hersh &
Johnson, 2008, p. 196). The term is also connected to the notion of accessibility,
as it is related to the environmental characteristics of the system input and out-
put which enable particular users to access and use all the facilities of the system
(Federici et al., 2005). To be effective, accessibility needs to be combined with
usability (Leporini & Paterno, 2002). This is the ability of the system to carry
out the intended function(s) or achieve specified goals effectively, efficiently, and
with satisfaction when used by particular (groups of) users in their particular
context (Federici et al., 2005). .

The definitions of AT provided are many, from the most recent ISO 9999
(2016) to the World Health Organization (WHO, 2001, 2004, 2015) versions,
each representing an effort to capture the range of technology advancements, the
range of AT uses, and the range of stakeholders and interests involved. However,
in order to define AT or ICT-AT for inclusive education (Campbell, Milbourne,
Dugan & Wilcox, 2006), it is important to answer some questions before devel-
oping inclusive education environments, such as:

e How to identify the needs for the adoption of ICT-AT?
e  How to identify appropriate ICT-AT?
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e How to organise the training of learners with disabilities to use technolog-
ically innovative solutions?

e What is the political framework of reference in the field of accessibility of
ICT-AT?

Despite the great and growing importance of ICT-AT, it should be recognised
that attitudinal and other changes are also required to support their use for
promoting full inclusion and participation of people with disabilities. In the
past, a medical model was generally applied to disability (Gary, 2005). This was
generally based on consideration of deficits or deficiencies, leading to assump-
tions that it was the disabled person’s condition that resulted in any difficulties,
disadvantage, or discrimination they experienced (WHO, 2001).

Nowadays, deriving from the principles of later models and approaches such
as the social model, the capability approach, and contributions from the field of
Disability Studies, the human rights approach to disability has been put forward
(Traina, 2017). This approach focuses on person’s rights and society’s responsibili-
ties to include persons with disabilities and considers the difficulties, disadvantage,
and discrimination they experience to be the result of attitudinal, social, infrastruc-
tural, and other barriers (Johnstone, 2001; Swain, French & Cameron, 2003).

A number of factors including campaigning by organisations of persons with
disabilities have led to recognition of the rights of literally “disabled” people to
participate fully in all activities and access all benefits of society available for all.
Nevertheless, to date many people worldwide are disabled by inaccessible tech-
nology or do not have access to assistive technology-based solutions that could
help them to participate on an equal footing in modern society.

In addition, it seems that in European countries, there are various and differ-
ent approaches to the education of people with disabilities ranging from more
segregating practices to full inclusive education. For example, some countries
have special schools (e.g. Austria and Germany), other mixed-method schools
with special classrooms (e.g. Ireland, Cyprus, and Finland), and other main-
stream schools (e.g. Italy),! as education for all is not necessarily linked with
obligatory mainstream systems for all disabled students (Ebersold, Schmitt &
Priestley, 2011).

As stated by the OECD, successful school systems are “those that perform
above average and show below-average socio-economic inequalities — provide all
students, regardless of their socio-economic backgrounds, with similar oppor-
tunities to learn” (OECD, 2010, p. 13). Consequently, in order to be successful
in supporting all students with disabilities equally and effectively, it is pertinent
to transform the whole educational context to an inclusive barrier-free learning
environment that provides equal learning opportunities for all.

This requires efforts at all levels and in all domains, including the profes-
sionals’ training, the way the curricula are designed and delivered, the ICT-AT
support provided, and school-family-community partnerships.

This book is written for a broad range of readers, mainly researches, academics,
and university students, but also professionals who directly or indirectly support
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children and young persons with disabilities in educational settings. The book
gives an insight into the issues at stake when it comes to including ICT-AT in
programmes and activities that aim at the empowerment of the pupils and the en-
hancement of the entire educational ecosystem. Building upon the heritage of in-
ternational projects, mostly co-funded by the European Commission, it provides
access to practices and tools for those who have decided to pick up the ICT-AT
challenge in the complex world of education. Hence, the book is an effort to con-
tribute to current scientific and empirical knowledge on how collaborative project
and network outcomes can be implemented in practice and may have an impact on
the improvement of the education of children with disabilities, especially regard-
ing inclusive education in the digital era. The experiences reported are grounded
on empirical evidence-based research, as well as the use of research work as a
reflective process for improving policies and practices in AT. In accordance with
what Brozo (2014) stated, “best practice implies a significant evidentiary basis of
effectiveness for the practice”, the book describes policies, recommendations, and
instruments that allow the enhancement of educational environments through
innovation-driven growth and the adoption of technological solutions.

The content provided was identified thanks to the contribution of many ex-
perts with different backgrounds, including researchers and professionals from
fields such as information and communications technology, engineering, edu-
cation, psychology, and rehabilitation, as well as people with disabilities, their
families, caregivers, and the administrative staff of the different organisations
involved.

Chapter 1 provides a synthetic framework of policy and legislative documents
in relation to inclusive education in the digital era. The chapter refers to the main
European and international legislation relevant to ICT-AT in education.

In Chapter 2, a self-assessment tool to assess the performance of schools in
supporting learners with disabilities with appropriate AT intervention in the dig-
ital era is outlined. The theoretical framework of the tool is analysed followed
by examples of case studies of schools in which it was piloted, and lessons learnt
from these experiences. The tool can be used by school teams to assess the state
of the art as well as to set objectives and design pathways for improvement.

Chapter 3 is a collection of independent case studies and research studies fo-
cused on innovative ICT and AT solutions in educational environments. The
aim of the chapter is to give readers some examples of technology-driven innova-
tion in educational settings matured during research activities.

Chapter 4 provides high-level tools for developing curricula and learning pro-
grammes aimed at training AT skills to professionals and students with disa-
bilities to enhance their ICT-AT competency levels. This chapter is relevant for
readers responsible for training activities and professional development.

The last chapter of the book broadens the picture and reflects on the barriers
that people with disabilities meet in education and beyond, and elaborates on
digital empowerment as a wider societal challenge.

Should you require more information, please refer to the footnotes and list of
references at the end of each chapter.
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1 Data retrieved from: (a) Special Needs Education in Europe Report by the European
Agency for Development in Special Needs Education. Available at: https://www.
european-agency.org/sites/default /files/special-needs-education-in-europe_sne_
curope_en.pdf (b) European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education.
Available at: https://www.european-agency.org,/country-information
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