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How to Make Apprenticeships Inclusive
and Accessible for People with Disabilities:
challenges and solutions

Apprenticeships are a vital gateway into the workforce, providing young people and career
changers with practical, hands-on experience while earning a wage. However, for these
opportunities to be genuinely inclusive, it's essential to remove the barriers that prevent people
with disabilities, including deaf and hard of hearing people. Across Europe, there are growing
efforts to create more inclusive apprenticeship programs, and with the European Union (EU) aiming
to address skills shortages and employment gaps, the focus on accessible apprenticeships is more
crucial than ever.

People with disabilities, including those who are deaf and hard of hearing, face a range of
challenges when trying to access and participate in apprenticeships. These challenges often stem
from a lack of awareness, infrastructure, and support systems that cater to the needs of individuals
with disabilities. Here are some of the key barriers and challenges:

1. Communication Barriers

For deaf individuals, communication is often the most significant challenge in an apprenticeship
setting. First of all, often there is a lack of Signh Language Interpreters. Many workplaces and
training programs do not provide sign language interpreters, making it difficult for deaf and hard of
hearing apprentices to understand instructions, participate in discussions, and engage in training
sessions. The limited use of assistive technology, including closed captioning, speech-to-text, and
video relay services, also compounds the situation, further limiting the ability of deaf and hard of
hearing people to communicate effectively with their supervisors and colleagues. Last but not
least, a key factor that should not be overlooked is social isolation. Deaf and hard of hearing people
can feel isolated in the workplace if their colleagues are unaware of or do not understand their
communication needs. Without the ability to easily participate in conversations, they may miss out
on important social interactions and team-building opportunities.

2. Limited Access to Training Materials

Many apprenticeship programs use learning materials that are not accessible to people with
disabilities, especially the Deaf Community. Often, videos or training lessons do not include
subtitles or sign language interpreters.

This prevents deaf and hard of hearing apprentices from fully accessing the content. Without
adequate accommodations, they may have difficulty understanding essential concepts. Deaf and
hard of hearing apprentices may also need learning materials that are adapted to their needs, such
as visual aids, written instructions, and digital tools. In many cases, these resources are not
provided, making it more difficult for Deaf individuals to keep up with their peers.
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3. Lack of Awareness and Understanding by Employers

Many employers and trainers are clueless about how to accommodate deaf apprentices or are
unaware of the specific needs of people with disabilities. There are still too many stereotypes and
misconceptions about deaf and hard of hearing people in the workplace. Employers may have
misconceptions about the capabilities of deaf and hard of hearing apprentices, assuming that they
are less capable of carrying out tasks or that accommodating them would be too expensive or
complex. This can result in fewer opportunities for deaf and hard of hearing people to participate in
apprenticeship programs. Even employers and colleagues often do not receive adequate training
on how to work effectively with deaf and hard of hearing apprentices. As a result, they may
struggle to communicate, collaborate, or provide appropriate support, which leads to
misunderstandings and a lack of inclusion.

4. Limited Access to Support Services

Access to support services that can help deaf and hard of hearing apprentices perform their roles
to their full potential is often limited. In many cases, employers are unaware of or unwilling to
invest in necessary adaptations, such as interpreters or assistive technology. This lack of funding
creates a significant barrier for deaf and hard of hearing apprentices who need specialized support.
Furthermore, in countries that provide financial assistance or services to employers who hire
apprentices with disabilities, these systems can be difficult to navigate due to bureaucratic
obstacles when trying to access the support they need.

5. Workplace Adjustments and Accommodations

Deaf and hard of hearing apprentices often require certain accommodations in the workplace, but
many employers do not provide them. Many safety measures are auditory (e.g., fire alarms or other
warnings). Without visual or tactile warnings, deaf and hard of hearing apprentices may face safety
risks or feel left out of important communications. Additionally, participating in meetings and
collaborative environments can be difficult, especially if interpreters or captioning services are not
provided.

6. Career Advancement and Learning Opportunities

Due to the communication and adaptation difficulties mentioned, deaf and hard of hearing
apprentices may miss out on career advancement opportunities.

Deaf and hard of hearing apprentices may not have access to mentors or career guidance
professionals, who understand their specific challenges. This can hinder their professional
development and limit their ability to progress in their apprenticeship or future employment.
Furthermore, without adaptations, deaf and hard of hearing apprentices may not receive the same
level of training as their peers, which may lead to slower acquisition of skills or reduced
competence in their chosen field, as well as unequal treatment.
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7. Social and Cultural Integration

For deaf and hard of hearing apprentices, social inclusion in the workplace can be difficult.
Apprenticeships often involve teamwork, which can be challenging for deaf and hard of hearing
individuals if their colleagues are unable to communicate with them.

This can lead to exclusion from collaborative projects or team-based learning experiences.
Additionally, colleagues and supervisors may not be aware of deaf culture or the needs of deaf and
hard of hearing individuals, leading to inadvertent exclusion or discomfort.

Conclusion

In summary, deaf and hard of hearing apprentices face a range of barriers, from communication
challenges to limited access to resources, support, and understanding in the workplace. To address
these challenges, it is essential to create an inclusive apprenticeship framework that provides:

« Effective communication accommodations such as sign language interpreters, captioning,
and assistive technologies.

« Accessible training materials in visual formats.

« Awareness training for employers and colleagues on how to work effectively with deaf and
hard of hearing individuals.

« Government support and funding for accommodations to ensure deaf apprentices can thrive in
their chosen fields.

By overcoming these barriers, apprenticeship programs can become more inclusive and provide
valuable opportunities for deaf and hard of hearing individuals to succeed in the workforce. The
QSAA4Disability project is in line with what has just been stated, given its ambition is to promote a
more inclusive apprenticeship program for deaf and hard of hearing people in Europe by designing
and releasing a quality framework/standard for the transnational and distance apprenticeship
experience. In particular, it will develop:

« ATOOLBOX with protocols, training videos, an e-questionnaire, guidelines, and a project badge
for VET organizations and companies.

« An e-SPACE to be used in approaching apprenticeship and during its implementation to
communicate and check its progress with deaf apprentices.

« A COMMUNITY OF PRACTICES, based on virtual and local HUBS, Local Workshops and
Campaigns, and an EU Policy Recommendation.
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