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Introduction

In March 2025, the European Commission launched the Union of Skills Strategy (UoS),
setting out a comprehensive vision for skills development across the European Union (EU).
The strategy explicitly acknowledges that “persons with disabilities [...] often encounter
additional obstacles in developing their skills” due to gaps in education and training, which
further drives inequalities in employment prospect. Indeed, only half of EU’s 42.8 million
working-age persons with disabilities are employed. For almost ten years, the disability
employment gap of persons with disabilities has remained significant (24%). Women with

disabilities are particularly affected, with only 21% of them in full-time employment. This

exclusion results in “untapped potential in the EU labour force”. Yet, an inclusive labour
market would generate a wide range of benefits — from higher incomes, improved quality of
life, and greater social inclusion, to increased productivity and competitiveness for
businesses and national economies but also reduced reliance on welfare systems. Studies
estimate that countries lose up to 7% of their GDP due to the exclusion of persons with
disabilities.

As highlighted in the strategy, closing the education and skills gap requires a life-cycle
approach, from inclusive early childhood education and care (ECEC) to lifelong adult
learning. Yet, access to quality and inclusive educational opportunities is hindered from early
age for persons with disabilities. In 2022, the rate of early school dropouts among
individuals aged 18-29 was about 19.9%. Only 29.4% of persons with disabilities aged 30-34
have completed tertiary education, compared to 43.8% for their non-disabled peers. In

terms of adult learning, only 6.9% of persons with disabilities (aged 25-64) participate in

such programmes, compared to 11.3% for their peers. This is far from the 2030 headline

targets of the European Pillars of Social Rights (EPSR) of having at least 60% of all adults
participating in training every year.

Finally, the strategy also identifies care workers among the 42 occupations with EU-wide
shortages, further stressing that the sector suffers from persistent skills gaps and a
simultaneous rising demand for long-term care. These challenges are set to grow due to
demographic shifts and increasingly complex care and support demands. With the potential
to create 8 million jobs across social care and healthcare, the Union of Skills must prioritise
targeted solutions, ensuring the needs of the social care and support workforce is effectively
addressed.

Addressing both dimensions of the skills challenge related to persons with disabilities —
ensuring access to training and (up/re)skilling opportunities for persons with disabilities, as
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https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/disability/union-equality-strategy-rights-persons-disabilities-2021-2030/disability-employment-package-improve-labour-market-outcomes-persons-disabilities_en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/hlth_dlm200/bookmark/table?lang=en&bookmarkId=4bd07205-8d36-4f8d-9dc6-21881a70369d&c=1744294337286
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/hlth_dlm200/bookmark/table?lang=en&bookmarkId=4bd07205-8d36-4f8d-9dc6-21881a70369d&c=1744294337286
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2024/domain/intersecting-inequalities/disability/work
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2024/domain/intersecting-inequalities/disability/work
https://www.ilo.org/publications/price-exclusion-economic-consequences-excluding-people-disabilities-world
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2024/767095/IPOL_BRI(2024)767095_EN.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0744
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0744
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0744
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/microdata/european-union-labour-force-survey
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/microdata/european-union-labour-force-survey
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_22_3782
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_22_3782
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/empl/european-pillar-of-social-rights/en/
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well as for the care workforce to better support persons with disabilities — is at the core of
our mission.

EASPD is the leading voice of disability services across Europe. Representing over 20,000
services in over 50 different countries, we promote human rights and equal opportunities
for people with disabilities through effective and high-quality support. As disability support
services and employers, our members upskill care professionals to meet evolving needs,
such as person-centred, community-based, and digital approaches, and promote adult
learning and employment for persons with disabilities. These efforts are fully aligned with
the objectives of the Union of Skills.

This position paper presents EASPD’s perspective. It explores how the Union of Skills
Strategy can be leveraged to improve access to inclusive, high-quality education and training
across the life of persons with disabilities. It also addresses the urgent need to (re/up) skill
the care and support workforce to respond to emerging challenges and to advance the shift
towards community and rights-based models of care and support. Finally, it outlines the key
role EASPD can play in supporting the European Commission and Member States in
implementing the Union of Skills Strategy.

EASPD as key partner in shaping and implementing the Union of Skills
Strategy
EASPD’s expertise on education, employment and skills development, for both persons with

disabilities and disability services professionals, is grounded in practical experience through
its members, its involvement in the European Pact for Skills initiative and its leadership in EU

funded actions/projects.

Under the Pact for Skills, EASPD has led the development of a Large Scale Partnership for

long-term care (LCT), resulting in the Care4Skills project. The strategic objectives are to
enhance the attractiveness of the LTC sector, to equip professionals with digital skills and
person-centred care tools to handle evolving demands, and to improve the gender balance.
This is done by contributing to the training at least 60% of LTC professionals every year by
2030. 1.200 frontline workers have already been trained within the first year of the project
through a rapid-response training (MOOC) across 10 countries.

A second blueprint on sectoral cooperation on skills, the B-WISE project, under the Large
Scale Partnership for Proximity and Social Economy, focused on upskilling workers (enablers,

supporters, workers with support needs) in Work Integration Social Enterprises (WISE) with
the aim to develop a European strategy to tackle the soft and digital skills gaps of the sector.
The implementation of the blueprint led to the creation of national certifications in several

pilots (Austria, Belgium (Flanders and Wallonia), Croatia, France, Italy, Poland, Romania, and
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https://pact-for-skills.ec.europa.eu/index_en
https://easpd.eu/news-detail/launch-of-the-partnership-for-skills-in-long-term-care-driving-up-training-and-life-long-learning/
https://easpd.eu/news-detail/launch-of-the-partnership-for-skills-in-long-term-care-driving-up-training-and-life-long-learning/
https://easpd.eu/project-detail/care4skills-long-term-care-sectoral-cooperation-on-skills-1/
https://knowledgehub.easpd.eu/course/index.php?categoryid=65
https://www.bwiseproject.eu/en/home
https://transition-pathways.europa.eu/system/files/2025-01/Proximity_and_Social_Economy_LSP_0.pdf
https://transition-pathways.europa.eu/system/files/2025-01/Proximity_and_Social_Economy_LSP_0.pdf
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Slovenia) and the creation of the first European WISE Alliance to strengthen collaboration

across the social economy.

EASPD has also led the development of the European Care Certificate, an entry-level

curricula qualification for the social and care workforce. Currently applied in 17 countries, it
ensures workers have the core knowledge required to work in the sector. It follows a
standard set of European-agreed learning outcomes, supporting workforce mobility by
providing a certificate recognised in multiple countries.

EASPD also contributed to the development of inclusive, high-quality education and
training systems that align with the needs of both learners with disabilities and education
workers. In vocational education and training (VET) and adult learning, the EqualVET, and
DIG-i-READY projects focused on improving accessibility, digital readiness, and equality of
opportunity within VET systems across Europe. In the field of higher education, InclUDE
aimed to make digital university education more accessible and inclusive. This work
continues with current projects. INCLUSIVE-PATH creates inclusive educational pathways for

people with intellectual disabilities; ADEDU equips educators with the skills to make adult
learning environments more accessible through the use of digital tools; and ACT-INCLUSIVE

empowers educational professionals to become agents of change for inclusive and rights-
based education.

With its expertise, EASPD is well placed to understand sectoral challenges and to support the
development of practical and inclusive solutions. This makes EASPD a key partner in shaping
and implementing the UoS.

EASPD’s position on the Union of Skills

1. Early childhood education and care and inclusive education

The UoS stresses how important it is to invest early in people’s life to obtain long-term
positive benefits. These include better educational outcomes, increased employability, and
greater social inclusion. To achieve this, a well-trained early childhood education and care
(ECEC) workforce is essential.

1.1 Guidelines for curriculum development in ECEC

ECEC settings are among the first environments where a child’s development occurs, making
them key spaces to observe, identify and address potential developmental delays. EASPD
welcomes the Commission’s initiative to develop guidelines for curriculum development in
ECEC that aim to support early children’s acquisition of basic skills, and to facilitate early
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https://easpd.eu/news-detail/shaping-the-future-of-wises-first-european-wise-alliance-meeting/
https://easpd.eu/resources/european-care-certificate/
https://easpd.eu/project-detail/equal-vocational-education-training-equalvet/
https://easpd.eu/project-detail/dig-i-ready/
https://easpd.eu/project-detail/inclusive-university-digital-education-include/
https://easpd.eu/project-detail/inclusive-path/
https://easpd.eu/project-detail/adedu-accessible-digital-education/
https://easpd.eu/project-detail/act-inclusive-raising-awareness-on-inclusive-education-and-empowering-students-with-disabilities/
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identification and intervention of developmental risks by ECEC professionals. This presents a
valuable opportunity to promote and support the development of Early Childhood
Intervention (ECI) services.

ECI refers to a field of family-centred, individualised services for children with, or at risk of,
disabilities and developmental delays, typically from birth to 3 or 6, and their families. By
identifying and tackling challenges as early as possible, ECl has been proven to improve
school readiness, support pre-primary education and inclusion in mainstream education,
reduce school dropout and grade repetition. This leads to stronger educational outcomes
and long-term social and employment benefits.

Incorporating ECI principles as a core component of these guidelines is essential. As
highlighted in our Position Paper on ECI, developing a comprehensive and continuous

training system is necessary. This should include the creation of VET and university courses
and in-job training for all early childhood professionals. Training must cover early
intervention strategies and basic skills for identifying and supporting children with
disabilities and developmental issues. Effectiveness will depend on careful planning,
sufficient funding, and collaboration with ECI services to ensure that training curricula are
relevant and responsive to the needs of children and educators.

1.2 EU Teachers and Trainers Agenda

The EU Teachers and Trainers Agenda is an opportunity to reinforce the capacity of
education staff to deliver inclusive education, and to improve educators’ working
conditions, training and career prospects, including in ECEC.

As presented in EASPD’s Lisbon Declaration on Inclusive Education, both disability support

services for persons with disabilities and persons with disabilities themselves must be
actively involved in designing and delivering teacher training and in shaping inclusive school
environments. This helps ECEC staff to develop practical skills in inclusive teaching and
classroom strategies to better support all children, including those with disabilities and
diverse learning needs. This not only advances inclusive education by upholding the right to
education and equal opportunities for all but also fosters learning environments where
students grow alongside their peers, embracing and reflecting the diversity of society.

1.3 2030 Roadmap on the future of digital education and skills

The 2030 Roadmap on the future of digital education and skills must ensure digital
education is inclusive and equitable for all, based on the following key principles:

e Integrating Assistive Technologies (AT) to enable learners with disabilities to fully
participate in education. Integrating assistive technologies in digital and blended
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https://easpd.eu/policy-detail/eci-position-paper-family-centred-early-childhood-intervention-the-best-start-in-life/
https://easpd.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/Publications/EASPD_Lisbon_Declaration_FINAL.pdf
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learning fosters inclusive classrooms where all students engage equally. For this
reason, scaling up Assistive Technology Centres can be pivotal to support the UoS’
goals on digital education. These centres have the capacity to provide training
programmes on digital technologies to persons with disabilities and professionals in
the education sectors. Achieving inclusive education and using AT as reasonable
accommodation can support in eliminating barriers, thus fostering participation of
students with disabilities.

Accessible learning materials must be widely available and adapted to a variety of
needs (e.g. easy-to-read, clear video language, sensory-friendly formats) and
developed in collaboration with disability support services and Disabled People’s
Organisations.

Continuous teacher training and support is crucial to help educators use digital tools
to meet diverse learner needs. Disability support services and Assistive Technology
Centres play a key role in offering this training and support.

2. Adult learning and vocational education training

2.1 Barriers and challenges

The UoS places vocational education training (VET) at its core to equip Europe’s workforce
with the necessary skills. It also introduces initiatives that can address key challenges faced
by the sector, as identified below by EASPD members.

Lack of certification recognition: Even after completing training or education
programmes, certificates of persons with disabilities are often not officially
recognised by employers or national authorities. This is made even more difficult
when qualifications are acquired through non-formal education pathways. This
prevents their future employment prospects and career progression.

Absence of certification for new curricula: Through our experience running the B-
WISE project, we identified that service providers often struggle to gain formal
recognition for newly developed training programmes. At the national level,
certification bodies are reluctant to give approval, and efforts to engage with the
European Co-operation for Accreditation have similarly met limited success.

Lack of cross-border certification equivalent: Despite national certification and
common training frameworks, the lack of mutual recognition and varying national
certification levels limit the portability and value of qualifications.
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¢ Inadequate VET curricula and lack of support: There is no provision for assistant
teachers to provide additional support, and teachers and other staff are often not
adequately trained in inclusive approaches. There is a lack of specialised training for
adult educators on inclusive teaching methods and tools to support learners with
different disabilities and needs.

¢ Fragmented governance and insufficient support and resources: A lack of
coordination between relevant ministries creates barriers to advancing inclusive
adult education and training. Often the Ministry of Education oversees mainstream
education, while the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs is responsible for VET and
policies related to persons with disabilities. This leads to fragmented policies, limited
funding and insufficient support measures for learners with disabilities.

e Lack of intersectoral collaboration: Poor collaboration between education providers,
social services, and employers weakens the link between training and inclusive
employment. This hinders smooth transitions from education to work and reduces
the effectiveness of support pathways for learners with disabilities.

2.2 Leveraging the UoS’s initiatives

The European Strategy for VET has the potential to guide the development of a high-quality,
inclusive VET system that addresses persistent challenges affecting all learners, but
particularly those with disabilities. The European VET Diploma pilot can improve learners’
and workers” mobility through a harmonised qualification framework at upper-secondary
and post-secondary levels, but only if it is inclusive from the onset. It must include targeted
projects for learners with disabilities and involve them, together with disability support
services, in design and implementation. This should be the basis of the common European
framework for the automatic recognition of qualifications and learning periods abroad in
school, VET, and higher education.

But skills are not only acquired in formal education. Many persons with disabilities develop
valuable competences through on-the-job training in alternative employment models, such
as sheltered employment, work integration social enterprises, apprenticeships, and more.
These skills often go unrecognised due to the lack of official accreditation frameworks and
the non-recognition of disability support services as training institutions. This significantly
hinders transitions to the open labour market. To address this gap:

e Policy frameworks must acknowledge and validate alternative pathways to skills
development. Recognising social service providers as training entities can foster
inclusive VET systems by enabling individualised support and training schemes to
lead to recognised qualifications.
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Continuous professional development for VET educators, particularly in Universal
Design for Learning and inclusive pedagogy, is essential.

Targeted incentives should promote partnerships between disability support
services, VET providers, and employers to facilitate inclusive employment post-
training.

Long-term, inclusive funding instruments are also necessary to support flexible,
person-centred learning pathways and ensure continuity of support.

Furthermore, the following measures would support more inclusive and effective skills

recognition in the EU:

The European Commission should increase flexibility in certification processes by
enabling modular and context-based pathways tailored to diverse learning
experiences. Simplifying administrative procedures and enhancing certification
transparency requirements would ease access for both learners and training
providers. Early engagement with stakeholders and strategic partnerships can foster
smoother implementation and shared ownership of reforms.

Greater standardisation and harmonisation of skill recognition systems across
Member States would improve portability and comparability.

Streamline bureaucratic processes and enhance clarity. Several countries in B-WISE
faced challenges with complex bureaucratic procedures and unclear guidelines to
complete the certification process.

Financial barriers should be addressed through targeted subsidies, ensuring that
individuals and organisations can access training and certification opportunities.

Adapting certification systems to meet the needs of diverse learners, through
simplified curricula and accessible credentials, will help ensure that no one is left
behind in Europe’s skills agenda.

Finally, the pilot of innovative, Al-based approaches to personalised learning in basic skills

development, under the 2026 Erasmus+ policy experimentations, presents a valuable tool to

support underachieving learners, including those with disabilities. This pilot must include

these learners and the disability support services who support them, ensuring that Al

systems are inclusive by design and capable of adapting to diverse learning needs and styles.

This requires not only accessible digital infrastructure, especially for learners with

intellectual or psychosocial disabilities but also the necessary digital skills.
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The development and implementation of these initiatives from ECEC to adult learning should
be done in relation to the upcoming Quality Jobs Roadmap. To be effective, training
opportunities must go hand in hand with fair working conditions and clear career
prospects. This would support sustainable, quality jobs and foster a more inclusive,
adaptable, and mobile workforce, particularly for vulnerable groups who often face greater
barriers to access both training and decent work opportunities.

3. Social care and support workforce

While many workers in other fields are at risk due to automation and structural changes, the
care and support workers face some of the highest labour shortages in the EU. Maintaining
current care coverage will require an estimated 1.6 million additional workers by 2050,
making this a sector with strong job creation potential.

Set to be launched this year, the Skills Guarantee for workers pilot could play a key role in
addressing this challenge, as it aims to support workers affected by restructuring or
unemployment to transition toward sectors with growing labour shortages.

This would not only address workforce needs but also support the prioritisation of training
for community-based, person-centred care, in line with the sector’s ongoing shift away from
institutional care models. This approach focuses on meeting individual needs in inclusive
environments, enabling people to live with greater autonomy and be integrated into society.
The rapid-response training developed in the Care4Skills project, which aims to result in

certification, has the potential to support the effective rollout of the Skills Guarantee for
workers pilot, with an interest to transition to social services while also supporting the
upskilling of current workforce.

The proposed Skills Portability Initiative is also an opportunity to unlock the full potential of
the single market by removing mobility barriers for all workers, including those with an
interest to work in social services. Together with the EU Talent Pool, the EU-wide platform
currently piloted in seven Member States that facilitates the recruitment of third country
jobseekers with skills required to work in shortage occupations at all skills levels, the Skills
Portability Initiative can play a significant role in addressing the skills shortages in the social
services sector, provided that all EU Member States take part.

Yet, to ensure the mobility of the care workforce and the quality of service delivery,

the European Strategy for VET should also address this sector. The strategy can ensure that
both future and current skilling, upskilling or reskilling efforts respond to evolving demands
and the transition toward community-based, person-centred care.
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This should be supported by further harmonisation of qualifications and the mutual
recognition of diplomas and certifications, not only across Member States but also for
jobseekers from third countries. This would improve labour mobility, helping to address
workforce shortages and supporting initiatives such as the EU Talent Pool and the Skills
Guarantee. This would ensure consistent high quality of care and support across the EU.

Concluding remarks: Ensuring the sustainability of Union of Skills’ initiatives

Participatory governance structures

The governance structures supporting the implementation of the UoS Strategy — the
European Skills Intelligence Observatory and the European Skills High-Level Board — have
the potential to help detect emerging skills needs and enable swift, evidence-based
responses. However, their effectiveness will depend on the meaningful involvement of
those with hands-on experience in the relevant fields.

This is where EASPD can play a vital role. As the representative of thousands of disability
support services across the social services, care, education and training, and employment
sectors, EASPD brings a unique and practical perspective to the discussion. Its members are
on the frontlines of training and employing professionals in person-centred and community-
based care and support. EASPD’s participation and meaningful contribution to these
governance structures will ensure that training opportunities are inclusive and aligned with
the needs of the social services workforce. This should go hand in hand with a strengthened
Pact for Skills, enhancing skills development in key sectors while supporting upskilling and
reskilling efforts — all contributing to the training objectives of the EPSR’s Action Plan.

Sustainable and targeted funding

To also ensure the success of the implementation of the UoS’s agenda, sustainable, targeted
and ambitious funding should be allocated within the next Multiannual Financial Framework
(MFF). The ESF has driven advancements in employment, training, and social support
services, creating opportunities for millions of Europe's most excluded individuals. As
highlighted in the Joint Statement “Time for Ambition”, we urge the European Commission

to build on those advancements and strengthen, rather than weaken or merge, the
European Social Fund Plus (ESF+).

This aligns with the UoS’s encouragement to Member States to make appropriate use of
financing possibilities for education and training under the ESF+. The strategy underlines
that in case the MFF structure will have to change to adapt to the new economic and
political context, it should nevertheless guarantee adequate funds for quality jobs and skills

11


https://easpd.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/Publications/JointStatement_ESF__TimeforAmbition-12-03.pdf
https://easpd.eu/news-detail/joint-statement-keep-what-works-8-success-factors-for-a-future-esf/

wm www.easpd.eu § info@easpd.eu w +3222383920 Avenue des Nerviens - 85 — Nerviérslaan 1040 Brussels

European Association of Service providers
for Persons with Disabilities

development and earmarked resources for social inclusion. This support is needed now
more than ever and should be strengthened to fully achieve Europe’s objectives, given the
current increasing social and economic challenges.

As several initiatives under the UoS are expected to be implemented through Erasmus+,
notably in the field of VET, it is critical that this programme be reinforced in both scope and
budget. Erasmus+ projects are a great opportunity to achieve the goals of the strategy and
to address the structural barriers faced by disadvantaged groups.

A coherent and integrated policy framework

Finally, to ensure the full mobilisation of Europe’s workforce, which would further support
economic growth, initiatives developed under the UoS must align with EU’s broader
commitments toward social inclusion, equity, and human rights.

In particular, the mid-term review of the European Disability Strategy (2021-2030) provides

an opportunity to create synergies with the UoS. Equally important is alignment with the
European Pillar of Social Rights, particularly within the current review and launch of a new

action plan. This will ensure that skills initiatives address both economic and social objectives.

The UoS can also build on the Disability Employment Package, which already outlines efforts

to close the disability employment gap. The UoS can enhance these efforts by promoting
inclusive VET, improving personalised career guidance by equipping the social services
workforce with the right skills. These, among others, are necessary for the long-term
employment of persons with disabilities.

Further alignment should be made with the European Care Strategy and the Council

Recommendation on long-term care by investing in training for care workers and ensuring

skills development that align with the transition to community-based and person-centred
care; the European Child Guarantee, through a lifelong learning approach that begins with

inclusive ECEC; and the upcoming Quality Jobs Roadmap, by reinforcing the creation of good
working conditions in social care services and quality employment opportunities for persons
with disabilities.

Together, these frameworks, supported by sustainable funding, form the foundation for a solid
skills agenda that is both economically strategic and socially transformative, but only if no one
is left behind. Investing in the care and support economy and in untapped labour potential
through further access to education and training for all will strengthen Europe’s
competitiveness, innovation, resilience, and boost transitions, while upholding our shared
values.
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