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This report lays the foundation for developing the
training format and digital tools through conducting

national-level research with 1) Key information about
the educational needs of adults with Down Syndrome

in technology-related learning; and 2) Best practice
examples of existing methodologies, tools or materials
already used to educate adults with intellectual
disabilities (especially in electronics, coding, tinkering
or general digital training).
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This national research was carried out by Quality Culture in the framework of WP3.1 of the FEAT-DS
project. Its main objective is to explore the educational needs of adults with Down syndrome in ltaly,
especially in relation to digital and technical learning. The findings will help shape the content,
methods and tools that will be developed later in the project, with a specific focus on electronics,
coding and accessible design. This research is not academic in purpose. Its goal is practical: ilt will
directly inform the co-design process of the training format and digital tools foreseen in WP3.

Italy has a long history of working on inclusive education, but when it comes to digital skills and
access to technology, significant gaps still remain, particularly for adults with intellectual disabilities.
Despite some successful local initiatives and tools already in use, the national picture is fragmented,
and few resources are fully adapted for people with Down syndrome. This is where our work in
FEAT-DS becomes especially relevant.

By collecting both the barriers and the best practices, this report aims to offer concrete
recommendations for the development of learning materials and inclusive tools that can be used
across Europe. In this context, we also tried to reflect the voices of learners and educators,
whenever possible, to make sure our proposals stay grounded in real-life experiences. We looked at
several existing practices in ltaly, such as the use of block-based programming (Scratch), creative
electronic kits (Makey Makey), and symbol-supported writing software (SymWriter). These are not
perfect solutions, but they offer promising directions.

The FEAT-DS project has the opportunity to build on these experiences and go further by blending

tinkering, coding and accessible design in a training format specifically tailored for adult learners
with Down syndrome. This report is our first step in that journey.
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Educational Needs Overview
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Adults with Down syndrome often face significant obstacles on their path to independence: one of
the most common issues is delayed language development (it’s important to clarify that this
condition does not definitively preclude the development of communication skills). With the right
tools (such as visual aids, accessible technologies and specially designed educational environments),
many people with Down syndrome are able to achieve good levels of expression.

Other frequently encountered cognitive difficulties include reduced short-term verbal memory, which
can make it difficult to remember instructions that have been heard, and weakness in so- called
executive functions: planning, maintaining attention, managing sequential tasks and problem solving.
In some cases, there are traits associated with attention disorders or hyperactivity which can make it
more difficult to participate in structured programmes.

Although visual processing is one of the strengths of many individuals with Down syndrome, it can also
have limitations, especially when it comes to understanding overly complex images or visual
sequences. This makes the use of non-inclusive digital interfaces an additional factor of exclusion.
These cognitive challenges are compounded by those related to the social sphere: the development of
interpersonal skills often takes longer, with a direct impact on participation in group dynamics, which
are very common in educational contexts.In order to respond effectively to this variety of obstacles,
educational intervention for people with Down syndrome must be based on an integrated and flexible
approach: it is not a single technique that makes the difference, but the construction of an
environment that brings together visual stimuli, practical experiences, simplified language and
functional repetition. Many people with Down syndrome learn better through visual channels:
diagrams, photographs, videos, symbols and graphic materials facilitate access to content by
lightening the cognitive load associated with linguistic comprehension. This is where Augmentative
and Alternative Communication (AAC) comes in, which includes the use of tools such as tables,
software, symbols and mobile devices. Another support tool is bimodal communication, which
combines spoken words with gestures borrowed from or inspired by sign language.

Learning through direct action (the “Hands-On” approach) is another key element: practical contact
with objects and activities facilitates the transition from theory to practice. The language used in
educational activities should be direct, unambiguous and not overloaded with information. When
accompanied by targeted repetition and the presentation of content in different forms (visual,
practical, auditory), this approach increases the effectiveness of the memorisation process. In the
Italian context, there are several significant experiences in the field of accessible technology.
Projects such as “App and Out” by the AIPD in Bergamo allow for independent management of free
time thanks to simple and visual interfaces. The use of voice assistants such as Alexa, in initiatives
such as “Ragazzi in Gamba”, facilitates interaction with technology through voice, offering an
alternative to reading or typing. Organisations such as the ASPHI Onlus Foundation, the Lega del Filo
d'Oro and numerous social cooperatives also promote accessible digital tools and computer literacy
courses for people with intellectual disabilities.
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Despite these positive examples, structural problems remain in Italy: digital barriers remain
widespread, despite legislative progress such as the Stanca Law (No. 4/2004) and the European
Accessibility Directive (2019/882). Many digital services are still not accessible. To ensure equal
opportunities in the digital sphere, constant political commitment, greater consistency in policy
implementation and the introduction of monitoring mechanisms to assess the effectiveness of the
practices adopted are essential.Only through integrated and systemic action will it be possible to
promote the real participationofpeople with Down syndrome in the digital society, recognising their
rights, potential and dignity asfullcitizens.
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