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Introduction
The National Disability Authority (NDA) is the independent statutory body with a duty to provide evidence-informed advice and guidance to Government on disability policy and practice and to promote Universal Design. The NDA welcomes the opportunity to take part in the consultation on the new Action Plan for Apprenticeships 2026-2030. 
The NDA advises that the new action plan should be aligned with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), the recently published National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People, as well as other policies and strategies relevant to education and employment, such as the upcoming Pathways to Work Strategy and the new Tertiary Education Strategy. There are five pillars in the National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People. One of these is employment and one is education. The Action Plan for Apprenticeships could be an important contributor to fulfilling the commitments laid out in these strategies.
The NDA outlines its responses to the consultation questions below that are within our competency and is available for any follow up questions on the issues raised.
[bookmark: _Hlk219963636]How can apprenticeships and work-integrated-learning options be promoted as first-choice education and training pathways? 
Ireland currently has one of the largest disability employment gaps in Europe. According to figures from Census 2022, almost half (49.3%) of people with disabilities of working age in Ireland are at work, compared to 70.8% of people without disabilities. This means that the difference in employment rates between people with and without disabilities, i.e., the disability employment gap, is 21.5 percentage points. [footnoteRef:1] Available cross-country data indicate that the gap in Ireland is considerably larger than the average gap across the European Union.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Census 2022]  [2:  Eurostat (2024). Disability employment gap by level of activity limitation and sex (source EU-SILC). https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-datasets/-/tepsr_sp200 ] 

Additionally, the NDA’s report on the final review of progress under the Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with Disabilities found that the rate of young people with disabilities not in employment, education, or training (NEET) remains more than twice that of young people without disabilities. The time young people spend not in employment, education or training can increase the likelihood of unemployment, low wages, or low quality of work later in life.
Apprenticeships have a role to play in addressing these issues by building the skills and capacities of people with disabilities. The apprenticeship model of training and learning can be a very effective route for disabled people as it can provide the time and space for people to gain experience and skills. People with disabilities regularly report the need for better work experience options for young disabled people, including increasing access to apprenticeships, to give people better opportunities to participate in employment. Therefore, it is important that this Action Plan fits within a wider approach to employment, education and skills strategy in Ireland, and aligns with other national strategies in this regard.
There is a need to improve access from education to employment and/or further education and training for people with disabilities by providing a clear pathway. In order to address these challenges an effective co-ordinated policy approach is required across Government departments and strategies. This involves developing effective protocols for cooperation between Departments and Agencies to support disabled people on their path to work. It is important that apprenticeships are promoted as a viable route for people with disabilities.
What supports or incentives would encourage learners and employers to engage and stay engaged? 
The profile of apprenticeships has expanded over the term of the previous Action Plan to a total of 78 apprenticeship programmes[footnoteRef:3]. As the type of apprenticeships have expanded into areas such as accounting, engineering and social work there is now an opportunity to promote the implementation of appropriate supports for both learners and employers to ensure ease of access for various groups, such as people with disabilities to this range of programmes.  [3:  Public_Consultation_on_the_Action_Plan_for_Apprenticeship_2026_-_2030_-_Consultation_Document.pdf] 

Supports for disabled people
According to the National Survey of Apprentices 2024-2025, 5% of those availing of apprenticeships report having a disability and of this 5%, 68% of these reported a learning disability. Census 2022 found that 18% of the population of 15–24-year-olds have a disability, so these numbers suggest that disabled people are underrepresented in the apprenticeship population and therefore there is a need for tailored supports for people with disabilities availing of apprenticeships.
People with disabilities are a group which could benefit from increased supports to access apprenticeships. These supports could take the form of assistance to navigate the application process, to individualised on-the-job supports to assist people in adapting to their role and maintaining their apprenticeship.
The new Action Plan could also consider the importance of promoting accessible information, such as the use of plain English and Irish Sign Language (ISL) in their information and communications relating to the apprenticeships to ensure that people with disabilities are given the opportunity to access and understand the various programmes on offer.
A significant challenge for people with disabilities is that they are a group who are more likely to experience poverty and social exclusion, be at risk of discrimination and have lower levels of employment compared to their peers. In their evaluation of employment policies and strategies (including the current Pathways to Work Strategy), the European Commission highlighted how people with disabilities face balancing the financial incentives of employment with the potential loss of additional supports, such as access to free healthcare or transport schemes. [footnoteRef:4] Disabled people can face incurring higher costs for being employed, due to specialised transport needs due to inaccessible transport or extra payments for personal assistance. Recent research from the IHREC and the ESRI also showed the significant financial burdens that disabled people face[footnoteRef:5].  [4:  European Commission (2024), Employment of persons with disabilities: an assessment of the effectiveness of national policies, Ireland, State of Affairs November 2024]  [5:  Disabled households forced to spend majority of disposable income on disability | ESRI
] 

It is important that the new Action Plan considers these experiences and provide learner-centred financial supports to ensure people with disabilities can participate in and maintain an apprenticeship.
Supports for employers
The recent publication Tips for Employers on being Disability Inclusive in Apprenticeships is a welcome resource for employers. The guidance outlines some of the barriers people with disabilities face in accessing and maintaining apprenticeships along with some measures that employers can take to be more inclusive of disabled people. Measures referenced include reviewing recruitment processes, conducting accessibility audits, develop inclusive policies and provide training. The new Action Plan may consider promoting guidance such as this, as well as developing actions within the plan that require employers to implement measures to be more inclusive. 
The Department of Enterprise, Tourism and Employment should also consider including the area of apprenticeships in the remit of the newly established Employment Forum that is an action under the Employment pillar of the new National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People. This could be a way to gather the perspectives of employers and build awareness and improve understanding across all stakeholders on the importance of apprenticeships.
What targeted measures would improve participation among under-represented groups? 
In order to make apprenticeships an attractive and worthwhile route for people with disabilities of all ages, the whole system will need to become more accessible, flexible and innovative. To facilitate this the Department may consider adopting an approach to disability proof any objectives, actions and outcomes that are to be included in the action plan.
The previous Action Plan for Apprenticeships had a specific strategic objective (Objective 3) which aimed to increase the number of people from various groups, such as people with disabilities, taking up apprenticeships. While targeted measures are to be welcomed, and are necessary in this regard, it is also important that all objectives, actions and outcomes across the new Action Plan promote inclusion, and that disability-related actions are not siloed within a specific area. 
In addition to this, there are a number of areas that may need targeted measures for people with disabilities as outlined below.
Accessibility
Accessibility, and in particular, digital accessibility is becoming a key requirement across Europe, driven by new regulations, digital transformation and social change. However, a gap still exists between accessibility policies and their practical implementation. The lack of recognised professional profiles, specialised training and reliable certification systems limits real impact. 
The European Accessibility Act highlights the need for professionals capable of implementing and assessing accessibility in digital environments. Without structured training and certification, accessibility remains uneven and fragmented. There is a a great opportunity for Ireland to advance this area through an apprenticeship program connecting education, public authorities and companies. An example from the French multinational ATOS on implementing such a program across their organisation and beyond.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Digital Accessibility Specialist Apprentice (Ongoing) at Atos UK - Prosple UK] 

Reasonable accommodations
People with disabilities can face barriers to employment and education through the lack of provision of reasonable accommodations. It is often reported by disabled people that reasonable accommodation requests may be denied due to limited or low funding available, as well as a lack of guidance and information available for both employers and people with disabilities themselves on the requirements of employers in this regard. 
The new Action Plan could highlight the importance of reasonable accommodations for those who may require them. The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC) is currently developing a Code of Practice in relation to reasonable accommodations. The Work and Access Scheme is also available to employers to support individuals on apprenticeships of at least 6 months. It is important that such resources are promoted with employers and those availing of apprenticeships to ensure good awareness of the employment equality acts that legislate for reasonable accommodations. 
Flexibility
Many disabled people are willing to engage in employment and training but may require flexibility for apprenticeship arrangements. Disabled people regularly report that they require flexibility for part-time working so encouraging employers to facilitate this would be an important way of promoting increased numbers of people with disabilities availing of apprenticeships.
Targets for employers
As the capacity of employers is an important aspect in the increasing the number of apprenticeship opportunities, it may be worth considering having specific targets for certain groups, such as disabled people that the new Action Plan can achieve. Such targets may be more feasible for larger employers or public bodies as opposed to smaller and medium size enterprises (SMEs) but could be a measure which could drive increased participation of people with disabilities.
Employer Attitudes
In the NDA’s consultation report for the National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People 2026-2030, disabled people themselves reported that they face discriminatory attitudes from employers and that there is an ongoing lack of disability awareness among employers. As shown in the NDA funded OECD report, many employers have misconceptions about employing people with disabilities that can be a barrier to their employment. This emphasises the importance of promoting the inclusion of disabled people. The new Action Plan may consider an awareness campaign that promotes the inclusion of disabled people in apprenticeship programmes.
Awareness of apprenticeships
One targeted measure that the Department could consider is to develop a proactive and ongoing awareness strategy to communicate clear, simple and accurate information in a use-friendly way. This awareness strategy could include various awareness campaigns targeted at people with disabilities such as through schools, Youth Reach, and the National Learning Network.
As part of this approach, the department must be conscious of the accessibility needs of different disabled people and therefore provide information in an accessible manner for a range of people with different needs. 
What mechanisms would make apprenticeships more adaptable to emerging skills and occupations, and technological and workplace changes? 
Universal Design 
Having a universal design approach incorporated into the new strategy provides an opportunity to be responsive and adaptive to the needs of all apprentices including disabled apprentices, both in the educating of apprentices and also in their employment. This would allow for inclusive environments to be created that can be easily accessed, understood and used by the widest range of apprenticeships and by all key stakeholders across the education and employment sectors. Universal design takes into account the apprentice’s physical and digital environments, their supports and their social engagement.
Universal Design in Education
The NDA advises that a Universal Design in Education (UDE) approach is taken by applying a whole systems approach so that the physical and digital environments, the educational services, and the teaching and learning can be easily accessed, understood and used, by the widest range of learners and by all key stakeholders, in a more inclusive environment. This approach further promotes the inclusion of Universal Design as subject matter in curricula and assessment, to ensure a broader and more widespread adoption across the educational spectrum. A key focus of the Universal Design approach is to prioritise accessibility and usability for people with the more diverse capabilities, characteristics and preferences from the earliest possible design stage and throughout all phases in the life of products and services, and their interoperability with assistive technology.
Consultation, Participation and Engagement with people
Consultation with people with disabilities is essential as it can often uncover exclusionary practices that had been overlooked. Article 4(3) of the UNCRPD requires all government departments and statutory agencies to ensure the effective participation of persons with disabilities in the creation and implementation of policies and legislation that impact their lives. The NDA strongly encourages the Department to effectively and meaningfully engage with people with disabilities in educational institutions, including through Disabled Persons Organisations so that the new Action Plan can be adaptive and responsive. The NDA wishes to highlight its Participation Matters guidelines as a useful resource in consulting with disabled people and we are happy to advise further.
Improved data collection
Increasing the amount of data available on apprenticeships, the profile of those availing of programmes and the industries participating would improve the Department’s ability to be more adaptable and respond to trends that emerge over the lifetime of the Action Plan. This new data should be disaggregated and published so all stakeholders can learn from it and plan effectively.
Conclusion
As outlined in this submission people with disabilities are a group who experience higher levels of unemployment and challenges in accessing further and high-level education. Apprenticeships are a route which offers people with disabilities an opportunity to gain valuable experience and skills that will lead to employment. Therefore, the development of new Action Plan for Apprenticeships provides an opportunity to put in place actions and objectives that will improve outcomes for disabled people.
The NDA is available for follow-up on any of the issues raised in this submission.
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