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Executive Summary
[bookmark: _Challenge_statements][bookmark: _Toc225175896]The Regulating the Digital Domain (RtDD) project looked at why many digital tools and services are still not accessible, even though there are laws, standards, and guidelines. People told us that accessibility problems continue because accessibility is often not built into systems from the start.
To better understand these problems, we worked with people with disabilities, community members, advisors, designers, and developers. We met online, shared experiences, and discussed real examples of digital barriers. People’s lived experience shaped the work throughout the project, and many co-researchers said this was the first time their experience had been treated as valuable expertise.
From this work, we created three models to help make digital systems more accessible:
· Process-Based Compliance Model
Helps organisations build accessibility into their everyday work. This includes planning ahead, testing regularly, involving people with disabilities, and checking progress over time instead of waiting until the end.
· Inclusive Learning Framework
Helps teachers, trainers, and organisations include accessibility in teaching and learning. It supports people in building skills over time and helps create a culture where inclusion is expected.
· Digital Inclusion Framework
Helps teams design new technologies, including AI tools, in ways that are safe, inclusive, and accessible. It makes sure people with disabilities are involved in decisions, that people stay involved in important choices, and that tools are tested in real-world situations.
These three models help address the main challenges identified at the start of the project, including rapid technological change, the wide range of accessibility needs, and the need for meaningful participation. The Inclusive Learning Framework is especially important because it helps address all six challenges by building understanding and skills across the system.
Together, these models show a different way forward. They focus on people, learning, shared responsibility, and systems that can improve over time. They offer practical tools that governments, organisations, and communities can use to build a more inclusive digital world.
Co-researchers said it mattered that their lived experience was treated as valuable knowledge. Their feedback helped strengthen the models and improve the accessibility of the materials. They also identified areas for more work, including testing the models in real settings, providing clearer guidance on how to use them, and making sure people with lived experience are fully involved throughout.
[bookmark: _Toc228377604]The RtDD models offer a practical new approach to digital accessibility. They focus on ongoing learning, better ways of working, responsible innovation, and the leadership of people with disabilities. Together, they can help support more inclusive and accessible digital systems across Canada.
Introduction
The Regulating the Digital Domain (RtDD) project set out to understand why digital accessibility remains inconsistent and difficult to achieve, even with existing legislation, standards, and decades of technical guidance. 
The goal of the project was to address six key challenges:
1. Diversity and complexity of accessibility needs — current standards and regulations often oversimplify the wide range of needs experienced by people with disabilities.
2. Rapid technological change and emerging barriers — digital innovations evolve faster than standards can be updated, leaving new forms of exclusion unaddressed.
3. Integration and interoperability across systems — fragmented ecosystems, third‑party tools, and poorly integrated assistive technologies produce unpredictable and inconsistent accessibility outcomes.
4. Supporting accessibility innovation — rigid, prescriptive requirements can unintentionally discourage creativity and hinder the development of new approaches.
5. Removing disincentives for organizations — compliance‑driven markets and audit‑based approaches create incentives to fix problems reactively instead of preventing them.
6. Empowering people with disabilities and their communities — meaningful participation, lived expertise, and community governance are still too often missing from regulatory processes.
Our early environmental scan and database review showed that current regulatory approaches struggle to keep pace with rapid technological change, often fail to reflect the diversity of lived disability experience, and tend to reinforce compliance activities rather than meaningful accessibility outcomes. These early findings shaped the project’s direction and confirmed the need to explore fresh approaches to regulating accessibility in the digital environment.
The original project plan envisioned six parallel co‑design cycles, each focused on a major accessibility challenge. As the work unfolded, however, insights from the scan, early community engagement, and repeated discussions with our advisory panel prompted a shift. Rather than conducting six separate co‑design tracks, we reorganized the work into five co‑design and co‑research activities that built on one another and culminated in the development of three integrated regulatory models.
The five co‑design and co‑research activities unfolded as follows:
· Co‑Design 1 introduced participants to the standards development process through a combination of education and a co‑designed game, helping orient participants who were new to the system.
· Co‑Design 2 gathered lived experiences of digital barriers and regulatory failures, revealing how current systems break down in practice.
· Co‑Design 3 brought advisors together to re‑imagine regulatory processes and identify potential new approaches.
· Co‑Design 4 shifted into multi‑month working groups — meeting synchronously and asynchronously — to develop three regulatory models derived from earlier findings.
· Co‑Design 5 invited the community and advisory panel to review short overview videos describing each model and offer additional feedback before refinement.
Because detailed accounts of Co Designs 1–3 have been documented on the Regulating the Digital Domain project site, this final research report focuses on the three models developed through working‑group collaboration and community review. Developed through sustained collaboration with people with lived experience, advisors, and researchers, the models propose new regulatory approaches designed to anticipate change, integrate learning, and foster more inclusive, adaptive digital systems over time.
The RtDD findings will help support the development of standards and of more inclusive digital products and services. The work offers new ways to think about and shape accessibility regulation in the digital world. These ideas are grounded in evidence from lived experience and collaborative research. The findings also point to ways to encourage inclusive practices, reducing the expectation that standards compliance alone can achieve accessibility and inclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc225175898][bookmark: _Toc228377605]Research Approach
The RtDD project used a multi‑stage, mixed‑method co‑design process that centred lived experience and collective sensemaking. This goal of this approach was to have participants build understanding over time, experiment with ideas, and collaborate in both synchronous and asynchronous formats. Because digital accessibility challenges span systems, technologies, sectors, and regulatory cultures, the project required a flexible research design that could bring together diverse types of expertise. 
To support broad participation across Canada, including varied access needs, learning preferences, and communication styles, we created the RtDD Canvas platform, an online space that supported discussion forums, reflection activities, document review, and asynchronous exercises across the full project period. Canvas played a central role in enabling sustained collaboration, especially between co‑design sessions. Across the RtDD Canvas community, 74 participants engaged with the 30 discussion questions seeded by the research team to structure the asynchronous activities. Participants contributed a total of 185 interactions in response to these prompts, including initial posts and follow‑up replies.
From late January to mid‑March 2025 we ran a multi‑platform social media campaign across Facebook, LinkedIn and X to engage community with the six RtDD challenge areas. Each week, the team released a challenge question aligned with one of the six challenge areas, inviting community members to share ideas directly on the platforms and to continue deeper conversations on the project’s Canvas discussion space. 
Overall, the campaign generated strong visibility, particularly on LinkedIn, where a sponsored post for Challenge 1 received over 135,000 views and organic engagement remained steady across subsequent weeks. Facebook and X contributed additional reach and touchpoints. While engagement levels varied across platforms, the campaign expanded public awareness of the RtDD project and provided another avenue through which participants could share insights and connect with ongoing research activities.
Alongside this, the advisory panel offered ongoing guidance, identified gaps and under‑represented perspectives, and helped refine emerging insights and opportunities throughout the project culminating in helping to refine the concepts that would later become the three RtDD models. Their feedback helped anchor the work in lived experience, regulatory realities, and emerging trends in digital innovation.
The research approach unfolded through five co‑design and co‑research cycles from October 2025 to March 2026. The first three activities built the foundation for the project’s direction and helped identify the patterns, contradictions, and gaps that the models needed to address. The following sections provide expanded descriptions of these activities and what they revealed.
[bookmark: _Connecting_with_SDOs][bookmark: _Toc228377606][bookmark: _Toc192493233]Co-design 1: Orientation to standards and systems
For co-design 1 we designed The Standards Development Game to introduce participants to how the standards development system works — a complex and often opaque process and ecosystem that is unfamiliar to many of our co-researchers. Accessibility standards are typically written and governed in highly technical and bureaucratic environments. Because meaningful critique requires a basic shared understanding of the system, the project team developed a game‑based learning experience with the intention of making this ecosystem more understandable.
Co-researchers first received an overview of Accessibility Standards Canada’s mandate, the stages of standards development, and the relationship between standards, regulations, and law. This was followed by a collaborative game designed by the IDRC team. Through the game, participants experienced the roles, constraints, and decision points of a technical committee. They encountered challenges that often delay or complicate real‑world standards work, such as conflicting expertise, gaps in representation, or ambiguous decision pathways. The game-based format allowed participants to experiment with ideas, imagine alternatives, and question established norms without the pressure of needing to be “right.” Finally, co-researchers were invited to “hack” the game to generate ideas for how to improve the accessibility and inclusion of the standards development process. 
Several important insights emerged. First, new participants were able to analyze weaknesses in the existing system once it was demystified. Second, the experience validated that lived experience of disability is a form of expert knowledge — participants immediately recognized when aspects of the process did not reflect their realities or needs. Third, the activities established a foundation of mutual trust and curiosity that helped participants feel comfortable questioning the assumptions embedded in accessibility regulation.
[bookmark: _Toc176951791][bookmark: _Toc177373752][bookmark: _Toc225175916][bookmark: _Toc228377607]Co-research 2: Lived experience of digital barriers
Co-research 2 built on the learnings from the first activity and shifted the focus to people’s real‑world experiences with digital systems. Through asynchronous prompts and group discussions on the Canvas platform, participants shared experiences that illustrated:
· where regulations currently fail,
· what kinds of harms emerge when accessibility is overlooked, and
· how digital systems can exclude even when technically “compliant.”
Participants shared barriers they had encountered across a wide range of technologies including devices, websites, kiosks, learning platforms, customer service systems, and automated decision tools. These experiences revealed consistent patterns of exclusion that were not adequately captured by existing standards or compliance frameworks.
The work took place over both asynchronous discussions and synchronous online conferencing sessions. Through guided prompts, participants described not only what barriers they faced, but also why these barriers mattered in the context of everyday life. Examples included: websites that passed technical audits but were unusable with assistive technologies; automated processes that created cascading failures when a single component was inaccessible; and design choices that assumed a normative user, leaving many people unable to complete essential tasks. 
Across the three sessions of co-research 2, participants identified more than twenty recurring themes that described where digital accessibility breaks down and why existing regulations fail to prevent these issues. These themes aligned closely with the project’s six challenge areas.
Participants stressed that current standards oversimplify the diversity and complexity of accessibility needs, leaving many people unserved. They described how rapid technological change routinely introduces new barriers — especially when updates break previous accessibility or when emerging technologies evolve faster than regulations can adapt.
Many barriers emerged at the intersections between systems. Participants noted widespread problems with interoperability, including inconsistent behaviour across devices, assistive technologies, kiosks, and online services. They also highlighted how rigid, prescriptive standards can discourage innovation, and how the existing compliance industry often incentivises reactive fixes rather than proactive design. 
Across all discussions, participants emphasised the lack of meaningful roles for people with disabilities in shaping digital systems, standards, and regulatory approaches. They called for accessible tools, fair compensation, and inclusive processes that enable people with disabilities to participate as co‑creators rather than after‑the‑fact testers. 
Taken together, these themes illustrate that accessibility failures are not isolated issues. They arise from systemic gaps in how digital systems are designed, updated, governed, and evaluated — reinforcing the need for new regulatory models that anticipate change, support collaboration, and embed lived experience throughout the process.
Co-research 2 demonstrated that accessibility failures are rarely isolated — they are systemic, recurring, and deeply tied to how digital systems are conceptualized and governed.
[bookmark: _Toc228377608]Co-research 3: Re-imagining digital accessibility
Co-research 3 brought together advisors with expertise in regulatory design, accessibility, policy, digital systems, lived experience, and organizational change. Building on the findings from the first two activities, this phase shifted from identifying problems to imagining alternatives. Participants explored what new regulatory approaches could look like if they were grounded in inclusion, adaptability, and meaningful participation.
Using an adapted 1‑2‑4‑All process, participants worked individually, in pairs, in small groups, and then collectively to generate and refine ideas. They explored questions such as: How might regulation better anticipate emerging barriers? How could standards evolve continuously rather than waiting years for revisions? What structures could enable ongoing involvement of people with disabilities? And what would it look like for organizations to demonstrate accessibility capability rather than merely passing audits? 
This phase yielded eleven approach ideas, ranging from process‑based regulation to harmonization across jurisdictions, the integration of learning systems, improved support for small to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), and the need to bridge innovation and accessibility. These ideas formed the conceptual basis for the three models developed later in the project. Co-research 3 also revealed early consensus that any meaningful regulatory approach must embed participation, anticipate change, and recognize lived experience as essential expertise.
1. Standards Development: 
Simplify processes to remove barriers and enable meaningful participation from individuals with disabilities 
2. Creators and Consumers: 
Address both client-facing and creator/employee-facing accessibility needs in standards and regulations 
3. Standards Implementation: 
Bridge resource gaps for smaller enterprises to enable compliance with accessibility requirements 
4. Regulating Processes: 
Adopt a certification system with checkpoints, audits, and consultations to embed accessibility throughout development 
5. Education: 
Promote accessibility education for designers, the public, and businesses to foster universal design 
6. Harmonization: 
Align accessibility standards across regions and internationally for consistency and ease of application 
7. Addressing Technology Outside of Regulatory Jurisdictions: 
Encourage multinational companies to prioritize accessibility in products beyond local regulatory reach 
8. Bridging Innovation and Inclusion: 
Integrate accessibility at early stages of tech development to avoid retroactive fixes 
9. Involving People with Disabilities: 
Ensure diverse voices are included in product development and fairly compensate their contributions 
10. Integrated Accessibility: 
Build assistive technologies into mainstream designs to improve interoperability and reduce reliance on niche companies. 
11. Sandbox for Accessibility Testing: 
Create experimental environments to test new technologies for accessibility, involving scenario testing, feedback from people with disabilities, and accessibility audits. These spaces ensure products meet accessibility needs before market release.
[bookmark: _Toc228377609][bookmark: _Toc225175937]Co-research 4: Developing model approaches
Co-research 4 marked the shift from exploration to model development. We grouped the 11 considerations from co-research 3 under three themes:
1. Systemic Standards & Processes
2. Education & Capacity Building
3. Innovation & Emerging Technologies
We asked our advisory panel and other community members to select a theme that aligned with their interests and expertise. Within each theme, a working group was formed. Each working group reviewed the approaches prior to meeting synchronously and considered what models they could develop to address some or all of the ideas developed throughout the project co-design activities. From October 2025 to February 2026, in both synchronous meetings and asynchronous collaboration, these groups translated earlier findings into practical regulatory models. Through iterative drafting, discussion, and testing against real-world scenarios, the three models took shape and were refined into coherent frameworks. Each model is described in detail in section 4: Model Development.
[bookmark: _Toc228377610]Co-research 5: Iterating on the model approaches
The fifth co-research cycle provided an opportunity for the wider community and advisory panel to review short, accessible overview videos for each model. Participants shared their feedback asynchronously on the Canvas platform. Their input helped improve the clarity, accessibility, and usefulness of each model. It also confirmed that the models reflected lived experience and addressed the six RtDD challenge areas.
To support our co-researchers in giving feedback, we created a short video to introduce each model in clear, approachable language and included a transcript on Canvas. The videos were designed as an alternative or additional approach to support understanding of the proposed models before co-researchers shared their reflections, comments, and feedback.
Links to videos of each model:  
1. Processed-based compliance model: https://youtu.be/OVqQQ4FsrH0
2. Inclusive learning framework: https://youtu.be/ZVUJfEbeBV8
3. Digital inclusion framework: https://youtu.be/BxCuY0T3rtQ
[bookmark: _Toc228377611]Summary of the research approach
Taken together, the research approach brought together exploratory learning, lived‑experience inquiry, expert reflection, collaborative design, and iterative testing. Each cycle built upon the previous one, gradually shifting from orientation and storytelling toward developing and refining models. The process appeared to give ideas space to deepen over time and gave participants with different experiences the opportunity to influence the direction of the work at multiple points. By weaving together synchronous and asynchronous engagement, play-based exploration, structured analysis, and sustained working‑group collaboration, the RtDD project produced three models that aim to reflect both the complexity of digital accessibility and the collective insights of those most affected by digital exclusion.
[bookmark: _Ref225349322][bookmark: _Toc228377612]Model Development
The development of the RtDD models was not a single moment of synthesis but an ongoing, iterative process that unfolded across the entire project. At every stage, we returned to the evidence and insights generated through earlier activities — the lived‑experience accounts shared in co-research sessions, the rich conversations on the RtDD Canvas platform, findings from the digital regulations and barriers scan, and guidance from our advisory panel. These sources acted as an anchor, ensuring that each step forward remained grounded in community knowledge and the systemic realities of digital accessibility. 
The digital regulations and barriers scan, which now includes over 600 records, helped us test our assumptions and identify patterns that echoed what participants described in co-research activities. It provided a broad landscape view of how accessibility barriers manifest across sectors and technologies, reinforcing that the issues raised by co‑researchers were not isolated experiences but part of recurring systemic trends.
Similarly, the Canvas discussions played a vital role in capturing nuance that did not always surface in synchronous sessions. Participants used the space to elaborate on barriers, refine ideas, and respond to each other’s reflections. These asynchronous contributions gave the research team the ability to trace how ideas evolved over time and where further clarification or exploration was needed.
Throughout the project, we also met regularly with the advisory panel, whose expertise in accessibility, regulatory design, disability rights, and digital systems helped sharpen our understanding. Their perspectives prompted deeper inquiry into areas such as organizational capability, innovation ecosystems, and the relationship between regulation and lived experience. Their feedback ensured that the emerging models remained both ambitious and achievable.
Each time we began a new co-research activity, we were not starting from scratch. Instead, we deliberately built upon what had already been learned — the themes identified in co-research 2, the foundational insights that shaped co-research 3, and the early approach ideas that would later be transformed into structured models. Community‑generated considerations and critiques remained at the forefront as working groups re‑imagined what effective digital accessibility regulation could look like.
This cumulative, layered process led to the development of three models. Each model draws from lived experience, cross‑sector expertise, and observational evidence gathered throughout the project. Together, they represent a synthesized expression of the issues, possibilities, and approaches that emerged from nearly three years of collaborative research.
In this section, we describe each of the three models, how they were developed, and how they connect to the broader research and the project’s challenge questions. For each model, we outline its purpose, the conditions that shaped its development, how it can be used in practice, and considerations for implementation. 
[bookmark: _Toc225175950][bookmark: _Toc228377613]Process-based compliance model
[bookmark: _94uzyo5wue3][bookmark: OLE_LINK2][bookmark: _Toc225175951]The Process‑Based Compliance Model emerged gradually from the cumulative insights generated across the first three co-research and co-design activities. Each phase revealed a different aspect of how and why accessibility breaks down in digital systems, what organizational conditions shape inclusion, and what regulatory structures are needed to create more reliable outcomes. Rather than beginning with predetermined assumptions, the model evolved by repeatedly returning to the evidence shared by people with disabilities, advisors, and practitioners throughout the project. 
Across activities, a consistent pattern emerged: accessibility depends on the routines, structures, and decisions that shape digital products, not only on the product’s final state. When accessibility is treated as a late-stage requirement or occasional audit, systems become fragile, regress easily, and fail to adapt to new technologies. The Process‑Based Compliance Model responds directly to these findings by focusing on organizational capability rather than on isolated outputs.
[bookmark: _Toc228377614]Why a process‑based model was needed
Early in the project, participants described how digital systems could appear compliant yet remain partially or wholly unusable. Barriers often emerged not because teams ignored accessibility, but because their processes lacked structure, continuity, and accountability. These insights were shared across Canvas discussions, synchronous sessions, and advisory conversations, and collectively demonstrated the limits of snapshot‑based accessibility evaluation.
The following scenarios illustrate the kinds of systemic failures that a process‑focused model is meant to address.
Scenario 1: “Compliant, but I can’t use it”
On paper, the service looks great: the site just passed its WCAG (Web Content Accessibility Guidelines) review, there’s a shiny accessibility statement, and the team celebrated in the all‑hands meeting.
Then a real person tries to renew a permit using a screen reader. The date picker won’t announce the day. The ‘Next’ button shows up twice in the tab order. The help chat opens in a tiny overlay that traps the keyboard.
Nothing here is malicious. It’s just what happens when accessibility is treated like a once‑a‑year audit instead of a habit. New content, new components, a quick plug‑in from a vendor — little changes stack up, and small barriers become big roadblocks.
The problem isn’t that teams don’t care; it’s that our rules check the final pages, not the way the work gets done. A pass today says nothing about next month’s release, the third‑party widget, or whether anyone with lived experience ever tested the flow. 
Scenario 2: “We’ll add accessibility later” (famous last words)
A start‑up is racing to demo an AI‑powered feature. The pitch deck sings; the prototype sizzles. Accessibility? ‘We’ll add it after we ship.’
Fast‑forward three months. The core interaction relies on tiny drag gestures; the colour palette tanks contrast; the AI output can’t be read by assistive tech. Fixing any of this means re‑doing the design system, refactoring the front end, and retraining the model.
It’s not that the team is anti‑accessibility. It’s that the decisions that matter most were made early, when nobody asked inclusive questions. Traditional compliance shows up at the finish line — by then, the exclusions are baked in.
A process‑based approach changes the rhythm: lightweight checkpoints in discovery, design, and build; quick usability sessions with disabled testers; role‑based training for designers and developers; and a simple way to record what was tried, what was learned, and what’s next. Proportionate expectations mean start‑ups can prove progress without grinding to a halt.
Scenario 3: “Looks accessible, acts exclusionary” (AI systems)
The chatbot meets the usual checks: keyboard‑navigable, labelled inputs, decent contrast. But the trouble isn’t the interface — it’s what’s behind it.
A deaf job‑seeker types a nuanced answer. The model shortens it, misreads context, and flags the response as ‘low communication skills.’ In a clinic, a symptom checker fails to recognize an assistive device term and serves irrelevant advice. Everything *looks* compliant while the real harm hides in the training data, testing gaps, and update process.
Point‑in‑time rules can’t see this. They don’t ask how data was gathered, who tested the flows, how bias is monitored, or what happens when the model changes tomorrow.
A process‑based model would: require inclusive data and testing practices; document change control; schedule regular bias and accessibility reviews; and involve disabled users in ongoing checks. That’s how we catch the issues that never show up in a simple interface audit.
These scenarios reinforced a finding that surfaced across all early project activities: accessibility is the product of ongoing organizational practice, not a one‑time outcome. When processes are absent, inconsistent, or dependent on individual champions, accessibility becomes fragile. Conversely, when organizations have structured processes, roles, evidence practices, and feedback loops, accessibility becomes more predictable and can improve over time.
Together, these examples highlight why the model needed to focus on conditions, not just outputs: accessibility must be supported through planning, design, development, testing, procurement, release, and maintenance — not verified only at the end.
[bookmark: _Toc228377615]How earlier research shaped the model
The Process-Based Compliance Model builds directly on insights surfaced in co-design 1, co-research 2, and co-research 3. Each activity contributed a different layer of understanding, and the model brings these layers together in a coherent structure.
Foundations from Co-Design 1: Understanding System Constraints
Co-design 1 introduced participants to the standards development process through a game-based learning activity. By simulating real-world decision pathways, committee dynamics, and structural constraints, participants observed how accessibility often fails not because of intent, but because systems are too fragmented or inflexible to support inclusive decision‑making. These early insights planted the seeds for thinking about regulation as a process ecosystem rather than a static set of requirements. 
Insights from Co-Research 2: Barriers Become Themes
Co-research 2 generated over twenty recurring themes that revealed systemic patterns of exclusion: fragmented assistive technology compatibility, inaccessible updates, lack of early planning, limited involvement of people with disabilities, and rigid standards that cannot adapt to rapid technological change. These themes showed that organizational gaps — not technical specifications — were creating persistent barriers. Each theme corresponded to a missing or inconsistent organizational practice, such as risk assessment, testing protocols, documentation, or governance oversight
These themes became the conceptual starting point for the model’s eventual dimensions.
Contribution of Co-Research 3: From Ideas to Systems Thinking
Building on the co-research 2 themes, co-research 3 generated eleven approach ideas that pointed clearly toward regulating processes rather than outputs. Among these were calls for process‑based certification, harmonization across jurisdictions, structured involvement of people with disabilities, support for SMEs, and lifecycle‑based oversight.
Co-research 3 was also the moment when participants began thinking in systems: linking governance to planning, planning to development, development to testing, and testing to monitoring. This system’s‑orientation directly shaped the model’s structure and its focus on integrated organizational capability.
[bookmark: _Toc228377616]From themes to model dimensions
During co-research 4, the working groups translated insights from co-research 2 and 3 into a structured model. They identified seven dimensions that reflect the central organizational capabilities needed to sustain accessibility over time:
1. Governance and Leadership
2. Planning and Integration
3. Inclusive Design
4. Development, Testing, and Feedback
5. Procurement and Vendor Management
6. Documentation, Training, and Knowledge
7. Monitoring and Improvement
These dimensions map directly to the types of failures described by participants in co-research 2  — failures caused by inconsistent planning, inaccessible procurement, gaps in testing, lack of documentation, or missing organizational commitment — and to the opportunities described in co-research 3. 
To support practical use, each dimension was structured into maturity levels ranging from Inactive to Optimizing, enabling organizations to demonstrate progress and regulators to assess long-term capability rather than one‑time compliance.
[bookmark: _Toc228377617]Overview of the Process‑Based Compliance Model
The Process‑Based Compliance Model offers an alternative to snapshot‑based accessibility evaluation by focusing on how organizations work, not only on what they produce. It evaluates the quality and consistency of organizational processes across the full digital lifecycle, including:
1. Decision‑making and accountability mechanisms
2. Early planning and integration of accessibility
3. Inclusive design and development practices
4. Testing, feedback, and validation with people with disabilities
5. Procurement and vendor oversight
6. Training, documentation, and knowledge management
7. Monitoring and continuous improvement systems 
This approach responds to the challenges at the core of the project:
· Diversity of accessibility needs → addressed by flexible, adaptive processes
· Rapid technological change → addressed by continuous monitoring and improvement
· Interoperability issues → addressed by procurement and vendor expectations
· Innovation constraints → addressed through early integration and iterative practices
· Disincentives for compliance → addressed by evaluating progress, not just outcomes
· Limited inclusion of people with disabilities → addressed through structured participation requirements 
The model complements existing standards by strengthening the systems that enable organizations to meet and maintain those standards over time.
[bookmark: _Toc228377618]Model dimensions and maturity levels
Each of the seven dimensions is supported by a set of indicators and a five‑level maturity scale:
· Level 1 – Inactive (ad hoc, undocumented)
· Level 2 – Emerging (early intent but inconsistent)
· Level 3 – Defined (documented, repeatable processes)
· Level 4 – Managed (monitored, structured participation, data-driven decisions)
· Level 5 – Optimizing (continuous improvement, adaptive, shared externally)
These levels allow organizations to show progress, enable proportional expectations for SMEs, and support regulators in distinguishing between one‑time efforts and sustainable capability. 
Excerpt: Model requirements for Accessibility Dimension — Testing and Feedback
Following is an excerpt from the model that details maturity level requirements for the Accessibility Dimension. The full model can be viewed online at https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1pAe102v9g1rgapx78xLaAWJshTxSwL5GPg__qyUSqA0/edit?usp=sharing 
Level 1 – Inactive
	Category
	Content

	Maturity Level
	Level 1 – Inactive

	Characteristics
	No systematic testing

	Evidence Thresholds
	No test results or feedback mechanisms

	Exploration Statement
	Accessibility testing is not conducted, and issues are discovered only after complaints or incidents. Feedback from people with disabilities is not collected or used to inform improvements.

	Evidence
	• No accessibility test plans, results, or defect logs.
• No feedback channels for users with disabilities.


Level 2 – Emerging
	Category
	Content

	Maturity Level
	Level 2 – Emerging

	Characteristics
	Ad hoc testing

	Evidence Thresholds
	One-off audits or automated scans

	Exploration Statement
	Some testing happens, but it is irregular and depends on individual initiative. Feedback is gathered informally, without a structured process or follow up.

	Evidence
	• Occasional test results or informal accessibility checks.
• Unstructured feedback notes from users or staff.


Level 3 – Defined
	Category
	Content

	Maturity Level
	Level 3 – Defined

	Characteristics
	Regular testing processes

	Evidence Thresholds
	Manual + automated testing; issue tracking; defined remediation paths

	Exploration Statement
	Accessibility testing is documented and routinely included in quality assurance. People with disabilities participate in testing activities through planned engagements.

	Evidence
	• Documented accessibility testing procedures used across projects.
• Test reports showing routine accessibility testing.
• Records of participation from people with disabilities in testing activities.
• Some assistive technology is available for manual testing.


Level 4 – Managed
	Category
	Content

	Maturity Level
	Level 4 – Managed

	Characteristics
	Testing is structured and user-inclusive

	Evidence Thresholds
	Paid usability testing with people with disabilities; trend analysis; data analytics leveraged to gather accessibility feedback; accessibility feedback integrated into existing application feedback mechanisms; public reporting (periodic accessibility status report for covered entities and registry entry for critical services).

	Exploration Statement
	Testing results are monitored over time, and trends inform decisions. Feedback loops with people with disabilities are structured, compensated, and used to guide improvements.

	Evidence
	• Trend reports showing analysis of accessibility defects over time.
• Structured, compensated feedback loops with people with disabilities.
• Documentation showing how feedback informed decisions.
• Automated accessibility testing tools are available for project teams.


Level 5 – Optimizing
	Category
	Content

	Maturity Level
	Level 5 – Optimizing

	Characteristics
	Feedback drives continuous improvement

	Evidence Thresholds
	Feedback loops integrated; regression prevention; public issue tracking where appropriate

	Exploration Statement
	Testing processes evolve based on evidence and emerging risks. Feedback directly informs continuous improvement, and insights are shared across teams.

	Evidence
	• Updated testing procedures reflecting lessons learned and emerging risks.
• Continuous improvement logs linking feedback to improvements.
• Evidence of sharing testing insights with peers or sector groups.
• Enterprise licenses for automated and manual testing tools are available for project teams.


[bookmark: _Toc228377619]Implementing the model: the pathway explorer
To support practical implementation, the working group proposed a companion tool — the Pathway Explorer. This tool guides organizations through the model using plain‑language and a self-assessment approach. It helps teams identify their current maturity level, gather appropriate evidence, and generate clear next steps for improvement. 
The tool operates through:
1. Orientation
Organizations select either the full model or specific dimensions and receive a brief introduction to what the assessment will produce.
2. Exploration Statements
For each dimension, users choose the statement that best describes their current practice (e.g., “We have no structured testing” vs. “We conduct regular usability testing with people with disabilities”).
3. Evidence Refinement
Optional follow‑up questions validate the chosen level (e.g., “Do you have a documented RACI?”).
4. Outputs
For each dimension, the tool provides:
· confirmed maturity level,
· summary of evidence provided,
· risks associated with that level, and
· recommended next steps.
5. Maturity Profile and Roadmap
After multiple dimensions are completed, the tool produces a profile across all areas, highlights priorities, and offers a roadmap for improvement.
6. Reassessment Over Time
The Explorer supports longitudinal use, allowing organizations to track progress and demonstrate improvement to regulators or internal leadership.

Figure 1: Think of the Pathway Explorer as a guided self-assessment flow: the Organization moves through each dimension, selects the exploration statement that best fits their reality, and receives a maturity level plus tailored outputs (evidence, risks, next steps).
By combining structured assessment with flexible evidence requirements, the Pathway Explorer helps organisations translate the model into everyday practice while creating a consistent, transparent basis for oversight.
[bookmark: _Toc228377620]Feedback from the community
During the feedback phase, co‑researchers expressed strong support for the intent and direction of the Process‑Based Compliance Model. They appreciated its capacity to meet organizations “where they are” and its emphasis on growth, learning, and positive reinforcement. At the same time, they identified several areas where refinement would increase clarity, practicality, and usability. 
Co‑researchers noted that some of the language in the model felt overly complex or academic, particularly for organizations that are newer to accessibility or that operate with limited resources. While they valued the model’s flexibility and its accommodation of different maturity levels, several participants raised concerns about implementation feasibility for smaller organizations. They emphasized that scaling the model — and supporting organizations of varying sizes and capacities — will be a crucial design consideration. Pilot and trial implementations were widely recommended as the most appropriate next step for testing usability, identifying barriers, and refining the model before broader rollout. 
Another important theme in the feedback focused on regulatory integration. Co-researchers were interested in how the model might align with future standards or regulatory requirements, and they encouraged clarity around which elements would be voluntary, recommended, or required. This included interest in how regulators might adopt the maturity levels, how evidence expectations could be standardized, and how the model could influence long‑term compliance cultures. 
A particularly valuable suggestion concerned the highest maturity level (optimizing) across all dimensions. Co-researchers felt that at the highest maturity level, the model should require explicit evidence of the embedded participation of people with disabilities — not simply consultation or feedback, but meaningful, ongoing involvement in governance, design, testing, and decision-making. This refinement emphasizes that organizational excellence in accessibility is inseparable from the expertise of disabled people themselves. 
Several co‑researchers commented on the tone of the model, noting that its emphasis on encouragement, growth, and possibilities “celebrates rather than scolds.” They felt that this tone — focusing on progress rather than punishment — may be more successful at shifting attitudes and behaviours than legislative pressure alone. The model was described as fostering openness, curiosity, and willingness to change, which co‑researchers viewed as essential conditions for long‑term cultural transformation. 
[bookmark: _Toc228377621]Inclusive Learning Framework
The working group focused on education and learning related to accessibility and inclusion in the digital domain. The group noted that education intersects with many of the themes raised by co‑researchers during co‑research 2. For example, themes such as the involvement of individuals with lived experience of disability throughout the technology development cycle, the need for flexible and customizable designs, and the challenges of inconsistent coding and assistive technology compatibility all point to gaps that early learning can address. The working group emphasized that when learners are introduced to accessibility principles early — before habits and assumptions are fixed — they are more likely to design with people, rather than for people, understand why customization and adaptability matter, and recognize technical decisions that either support or block assistive technology. Ultimately, the group agreed that producing accessible digital products and systems requires not only skill-building but also a broader cultural change across teams and organizations.
The group agreed that culture change can happen the “from the ground up” in grade school, high school, and post-secondary curriculum. As learning cohorts eventually move into all sectors of the workforce, they would be equipped with inclusion and accessibility skills such as critical thinking and inclusive practices.
The Inclusive Learning Framework model aims to support educators in embedding inclusion and accessibility into their lesson plans and teaching approach. By infusing inclusion and accessibility into learning environments the approach to inclusion and accessibility are not considered special or unusual; they become an expected part of creating communities where everyone can belong and participate fully. The goal is to create a culture of inclusion that fosters a life-long understanding that can lead to relevant action for addressing the accessibility challenges of the digital domain.
The framework is built on the idea that people are different — and that difference is expected and welcomed. Instead of assuming everyone learns, communicates, or moves through the world in the same way, the framework provides guiding values and practices and methods from the perspective of different points of understanding accessibility and practicing inclusion.
A key part of this model is valuing many types of knowledge. Community members, Elders, people with lived and living experience, and people without formal training all have important expertise to share. Indigenous ways of knowing and decolonizing approaches are treated as equal to academic or professional knowledge. By listening to diverse voices, we challenge stereotypes and encourage critical thinking.
This model is more than training — it is a cultural shift. Using storytelling, personal experiences, and real-life examples helps people understand accessibility and inclusion in meaningful ways. This includes recognizing that accessible design helps everyone, like ramps that support wheelchair users and parents with strollers and workers moving heavy equipment.
Finally, the framework connects accessibility to broader issues of social justice, including policy and law.
I like how you are trying to create a basis for understanding and a framework for empathic planning. One must be shown the bias before you can force a change of perspective. Systemic ableism is insidious as it is usually not driven by prejudice, just lack of a common frame of reference. This is trying to address that issue.
– co-designer review

[bookmark: _Toc228377622]What the Inclusive Learning Framework does
The Inclusive Learning Framework helps educators embed accessibility directly into their teaching — not as an add‑on or accommodation, but as an integral part of how learning is designed and delivered.
This model applies across all subjects, all ages, and all forms of formal and informal learning.
It includes four levels and focus, from Emerging to Extending, that describe how educators and learning environments build inclusive practice over time.
[bookmark: _Toc228377623]Why the Inclusive Learning Framework is needed
Educators come to a learning space, like a classroom, with subject expertise and often need support to understand how to embed inclusive design into the topics that they teach.
Learning happens at many ages and levels. We need a way for educators to do this across:
· Age groups
· Fields of study or subjects
· Types of learning (for example, professional development, grade school, and other types of training)
Applying this model can help build more inclusive habits, strengthen co‑design thinking, and encourage accessible authoring of documents and materials.
Over time, we build a population of people who are better able to create a world that is more inclusive and accessible.
[bookmark: _About_the_core][bookmark: _Toc228377624]Guiding principles and practices of the framework
Through co-design with community and advisors we established principles and practices to guide our development of the framework. These include:
Eight principles:
1. expect difference
2. normalize supports
3. value different expertise equally 
4. embed Indigenous perspectives and practice decolonizing education
5. include community members who do not have formal training
6. involve people with lived and living experience
7. normalize critical thinking
8. challenge stereotypes
9. include policy and law in the mix of social justice
[bookmark: _Six_guiding_practices]Six guiding practices
1. Lived and living experience: 
a. Ground learning in real-world narratives, emphasizing co-creation and participatory design. 
b. Centre disabled voices and Indigenous perspectives from the outset. Prioritize co-creation, not consultation after the fact
2. Disability justice
a. Introduce principles like intersectionality, collective access, and anti-ableism.
b. Teach the arc of disability rights, including Canadian legal frameworks (e.g., Charter, Accessible Canada Act), international acts (e.g., Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities), and Indigenous knowledge systems.
3. Critical thinking and social constructs
a. Encourage analysis of systems, assumptions, and power dynamics in tech design.
b. Examine how ideas of “normal,” “ability,” and “belonging” are constructed. Use historical cases (e.g., Eaton v. Brant County Board of Education (1997))
4. Values and ethics
a. Explore frameworks for ethical decision-making, inclusive design, and harm reduction.
5. Success criteria
a. Define success beyond efficiency — include equity, sustainability, and user empowerment.
6. Knowledge transfer and implementation
a. Teach strategies for applying learning in real contexts: policy, design, procurement, and advocacy.
[bookmark: _About_the_core_1][bookmark: _Toc228377625]About the core of the framework
The framework is built on four levels of focus: 
1. Emerging: Awareness & Belonging 
Recognize that learners vary and begin noticing how design, environment, and instruction can include or exclude people. This stage is about developing awareness, vocabulary, and sensitivity to learner diversity and beginning to see inclusion as essential rather than optional.
2. Developing: Barrier Spotting & Purposeful Adjustments 
Identify barriers and start making purposeful adjustments to improve access and participation. Learners and educators begin moving from awareness to action: spotting inequities, testing alternatives, and intentionally redesigning elements of learning or environments.
3. Proficient: Flexible Design
Consistently design learning with built‑in options so individuals can choose what works best for them. At this stage, inclusive and flexible design is applied deliberately, reliably, and proactively rather than reactively. Learners are supported through multiple ways to access, engage, and demonstrate understanding.
4. Extending: Inclusive Innovation & Leadership
Lead, co-create, and innovate with diverse learners to transform systems and expand inclusion for everyone. This level centres on collaborative problem-solving, designing with the people most affected by barriers, and influencing broader practice, policy, or culture to deepen inclusion.
The four levels of the framework reflect a progression of learning through practice. Each level connects to six guiding values, creating 24 entry points that highlight what to consider when embedding inclusion into pedagogy and curriculum.
The six guiding values are:
1. Empathy & Perspective‑Taking
2. Collaboration & Co‑Design Practices
3. Barrier Identification & Evidence
4. Accessible Communication
5. Iteration & Impact
6. Ethics, Privacy & Dignity
Together, these guiding values form the core of the Inclusive Learning Framework. Each value includes specific considerations for all four levels of practice, resulting in the full set of 24 entry points. The complete framework is available in the Educational framework development document (Google Sheet external link) and in the following tables.
Level: Emerging
	Guiding Value
	Guidance

	Empathy & Perspective‑ Taking
	Recognize that people experience content, environments, and tools differently and share general examples of varied needs.

	Collaboration & Co-Design Practices
	Participate in collaborative activities with peers and contribute to shared tasks or ideas.

	Barrier Identification & Evidence
	List barriers that may limit participation, understanding, or access, with brief contextual details.

	Accessible Communication
	Use a single communication format or modality. Awareness of options for different individual needs.

	Iteration & Impact
	Collect and review feedback and make initial revisions to address access needs or participation barriers.

	Ethics, Privacy & Dignity
	Address consent and privacy in a general way and reflect on ethical considerations related to individual participation.


Level: Developing
	Guiding Value
	Guidance

	Empathy & Perspective‑ Taking
	Describe the needs of diverse individuals, including those with access or participation barriers, and explain the reasons behind those needs

	Collaboration & Co-Design Practices
	Share tasks with peers and engage people excluded from a design for feedback that informs design or decision‑making

	Barrier Identification & Evidence
	Describes barriers in content, processes, technologies, or environments using straightforward observations and user input

	Accessible Communication
	Provide more than one way to access information (e.g., text + image, audio + transcript) and maintain basic clarity.

	Iteration & Impact
	Interpret feedback and make purposeful revisions that reduce identified content, design, or environmental barriers.

	Ethics, Privacy & Dignity
	Address core consent and privacy expectations and reflect on fairness, inclusion, and respectful engagement.


Level: Proficient
	Guiding Value
	Guidance

	Empathy & Perspective‑ Taking
	Consider multiple individual perspectives — including different sensory, cognitive, cultural, and linguistic experiences — and explain design adjustments that support variability.

	Collaboration & Co-Design Practices
	Facilitate structured co‑design processes (roles, cycles, decision points) and incorporate input transparently, especially from co-designers with varied access needs.

	Barrier Identification & Evidence
	Analyze barriers systematically using individual feedback, accessibility checks, and data that reflect diverse ways people interact with content or systems.

	Accessible Communication
	Communicate in plain language through multiple modalities and formats, using accurate captions, alt text, structure, and navigation that follow WCAG principles (POUR).

	Iteration & Impact
	Conduct usability testing — including with individuals who use different tools or access methods — and show measurable improvements with clear reasoning.

	Ethics, Privacy & Dignity
	Implement informed consent practices, protect user data appropriately, and discuss dignity, risk, and potential harms associated with design or system use.


Level: Extending
	Guiding Value
	Guidance

	Empathy & Perspective‑ Taking
	Work alongside edge case individuals and outliers through co design practices to create solutions that enhance inclusion and accessibility for the full range of people.

	Collaboration & Co-Design Practices
	Practice equitable power‑sharing by crediting and / or compensating partners and contribute to improving collaborative or system‑level inclusion practices.

	Barrier Identification & Evidence
	Triangulate multiple data sources — including lived experience, analytics, and accessibility evaluations — and organize barriers by impact and feasibility to guide inclusive design.

	Accessible Communication
	Design communication that anticipates a wide range of people by including metadata, accessibility notes, adaptable formats, and practices that support perceivable, operable, understandable, and robust (POUR) content.

	Iteration & Impact
	Engage in multiple test‑revise cycles, using before‑and‑after evidence to demonstrate a meaningful reduction of barriers and improved inclusive impact.

	Ethics, Privacy & Dignity
	Demonstrate ethical leadership by proposing policies or practices that uphold dignity, protect individual agency, and reduce systemic risks in inclusive and accessible design.


The framework is like Global Positioning System (GPS) for educators
Educators know accessibility and inclusion are important, but many would agree they have not had continuous training on accessibility & inclusion, frameworks, or practices.
We cannot ask educators to reach an unfamiliar destination without a map and without their own learning.
The Inclusive Learning Framework is the GPS to get to the destination by:
· telling educators where they are now (e.g., Emerging)
· laying out clear routes (Guiding Values)
· offering turn‑by‑turn directions (Practices)
· adjusting the path when something changes (Continuous improvement)
And importantly, it does not judge the starting point — just supports the next step.
[bookmark: _Toc228377626]About the supporting resources of the framework
Alongside the core framework the group identified several important scaffolds for the implementation and use of the framework. These included foundational knowledge, diverse ways and starting points to using the framework, and practices and methods connected to inclusion and accessibility in education and design.
Foundational knowledge
This section identifies areas of foundational knowledge that all educators need in order to implement the Inclusive Learning Framework, regardless of prior experience or background. While educators bring subject matter expertise to the topic they are teaching, many have gaps in knowledge or resources to create inclusive and accessible pedagogy and curriculum. 
Based on the six guiding practices developed by the working group, the vision is to create learning modules in each area to support structured and guided learning. 
Together, these areas can establish a shared understanding and support educators in examining assumptions about ability, power, and belonging, while centering disabled and Indigenous voices through co‑creation rather than after‑the‑fact consultation. 
This foundation also emphasizes applying learning in real contexts, helping educators translate inclusive principles into everyday practice, policy, and decision‑making.
How to apply the framework
This section of the framework would include different ways to apply the framework depending on context. 
This section can include approaches, examples, worksheets, etc. It can be a collection of Open Educational Resources (OERs) where community could share or generate content through co-design with communities of educators and learners and build on each others work. 
During development of the framework, we examined curriculum mandated by provinces and territories and considered how we might apply the framework at that level. We specifically conducted the exercise using the Ontario secondary curriculum (website external link) for several subject matters. Our mapping can be found in the Educational framework development document tab 2  Inclusive Thinking Framework by Subject (Google Sheet external link)
Examples of content that could be found with the Framework include:
General: How to use the framework
1. Identify where learners are and select the relevant Core concept
2. Select the Guiding values within the relevant Core concept
3. Select the Practices and Methods within the relevant Core concept
4. Layer the relevant Core concept Guiding values into lesson plans. 
5. Apply relevant Core concept Practices and Methods into pedagogy and curriculum. 
Here is an example of how an educator may experience the framework: If learners are still new to accessibility and inclusion, the educator would choose the “Emerging” level. Next, they would select a guiding value, such as Accessible Communication. They will see practices to teach at that level and practices to achieve the next level. For example, the educator can help learners move toward the “Developing” level by teaching them to offer information in more than one way — for example, describing images or providing a second format.
For educators new to the framework or looking for practical entry points
You do not need to start at the “Extending” level to use the Inclusive Thinking Framework. Begin by identifying where your current practice fits and choosing one small, meaningful next step.
If you are at Emerging, focus on awareness and belonging. Example: You notice that some students struggle to participate in discussions. You invite students to share, in a short check‑in, what helps them feel comfortable participating. You offer one simple alternative — such as written or visual responses — so more students can take part.
If you are at Developing, start spotting barriers and redesigning with feedback. Example: After hearing from students that long readings are hard to navigate, you co‑create a solution with them — adding headings, summaries, or audio versions. You check that materials meet basic accessibility requirements (such as captions or readable contrast) and ask students what helped.
If you are at Proficient, use co‑design and testing as part of regular practice. Example: Students help test different ways to show learning (video, concept map, written reflection). Together, you review which options worked best and why. You revise the assignment based on student feedback and ensure materials consistently meet WCAG Level AA expectations.
If you are moving toward Extending, focus on shared leadership and system change. Example: Students co‑lead the creation of class norms, assessment options, or learning resources. You share what you have learned with colleagues and help shape inclusive practices at the program or school level.
A teacher-facing reflection tool
(Use before, during, or after teaching)
1. IDfL (Inclusive Design for Learning) — Designing with learners
· Have I invited student voice to help shape learning activities, norms, or assessment options?
· Am I listening to feedback from learners most affected by barriers?
· Have I tested or revised learning experiences based on student input?
· Do students see themselves as contributors to how learning happens?
2. UDL (Universal Design for Learning) — Flexible teaching and learning
· Are there multiple ways for students to engage with this learning?
· Are content and instructions available in more than one format?
· Can students demonstrate learning in different ways?
· Are there supports for planning, organization, or self‑regulation?
3. Accessibility — Usable by everyone
· Do materials meet basic accessibility expectations (clear structure, readable text, captions, alt text)?
· Are digital tools usable with keyboards and assistive technologies?
· Would a student be able to access this learning without needing to ask for an accommodation?
4. Reflection and next steps
· Who participated fully in this lesson or activity? Who did not?
· What barriers became visible?
· What is one small change I can try next time?
· How will I involve learners in improving this design?
Other ways to using the framework could be outlined in resources such as:
· Using the Inclusive Thinking Framework in Professional Learning
· Applying the Inclusive Thinking Framework in a classroom with diverse learners
Practices and methods
Research from the RtDD project showed conflation and misunderstanding of key practices and methods related to inclusive design and accessibility. A common example was the belief that Universal Design and Inclusive Design are the same. To address these gaps, we suggest a section to clarify the different practices and methods, along with resources that help educators use them together to create a more robust learning environment. This section could include the following methods as a starting point:
1. Inclusive Design for Learning https://snow.idrc.ocadu.ca/articles/inclusive-design-for-learning-creating-flexible-and-adaptable-content-with-learners/
2. Universal Design for Learning (UDL) https://udlguidelines.cast.org/ 
3. Accessibility
a. Plain language https://accessible.canada.ca/creating-accessibility-standards/can-asc-312025-plain-language, 
b. Accessible documents: https://accessible.canada.ca/guidelines-creating-accessible-documents, 
c. Equitable Communication: https://accessible.canada.ca/creating-accessibility-standards/can-asc-32-equitable-communication,  
d. Floe project: https://handbook.floeproject.org/, 
e. SNOW: https://snow.idrc.ocadu.ca/, 
f. WCAG Quick Reference https://www.w3.org/WAI/WCAG22/quickref/?versions=2.1
4. Universal Design https://universaldesign.ie/education/continuous-professional-development 
These practices and methods can also be mapped into the framework alongside the 24 core sections. For example: 
Practices and Methods: Inclusive Design for Learning
	Level
	Description

	Emerging
	Learners and educators begin understanding that everyone is different, and that these differences matter in learning. The focus is on recognizing diversity, honoring vulnerability, and creating a welcoming learning culture.

	Developing
	Educators and learners begin actively noticing who is being left out and work together to redesign learning activities. They start asking questions like: “Whose needs aren’t met yet?”

	Proficient
	Learning environments actively use inclusive design strategies and flexible digital tools. Lessons are intentionally designed with options so students can choose how they access content, express learning, and participate.

	Extending
	Educators and learners work together to create new, inclusive ways of learning. Educators design with students at the margins (outliers), knowing that this leads to innovation that benefits everyone. Educators build communities of learners who collaborate, share knowledge, and expand possibilities for all.


Practices and Methods: UDL
	Level
	Description

	Emerging
	Learners and educators are just starting to understand that students learn in different ways and that lessons should welcome different identities, interests, and motivations. The focus is on recognizing the “why” of learning — helping learners feel safe, seen, and motivated.

	Developing
	Educators start actively looking for barriers in how content is presented, and they adjust instruction so more students can understand the “what” of learning. They examine how information is delivered and try to make it clearer, more flexible, and more inclusive.

	Proficient
	Educators design lessons with multiple ways for students to take action, show what they know, and build executive-function skills — the “how” of learning. UDL principles become part of daily teaching practice.

	Extending
	UDL is used strategically and creatively across the whole learning environment. Educators lead others by modelling UDL approaches, designing systems that reduce barriers from the start, and continually improving learning experiences for all students.


Practices and Methods: Accessibility
	Level
	Description

	Emerging
	Basic understanding of perceivable, operable, understandable, robust principles

	Developing
	Applying WCAG Level A criteria (alt text, captions, keyboard access, contrast)

	Proficient
	Consistent, proactive WCAG application. Meeting most WCAG Level AA criteria across full content lifecycle

	Extending
	Leading, innovating, and future proofing accessibility. System‑wide integration, robust design, continuous improvement


Practices and Methods: Universal Design
	Level
	Description

	Emerging
	Begin to understand that buildings and physical spaces should work for everyone, regardless of age, size, mobility, or ability. They learn that “good design” considers the full variety of users — not just the average person.

	Developing
	Begin actively looking for physical barriers in buildings and spaces and thinking about how to fix them. Learn to identify obstacles and start redesigning with more individuals in mind.

	Proficient
	Educators, learners, or professionals apply UD principles directly to building projects. They use specific, practical techniques that make environments usable for more people.

	Extending
	Individuals or institutions lead the way by creating new, innovative built‑environment solutions that set higher standards for inclusion. They don’t just follow guidelines — they push design further and inspire others.


[bookmark: _Toc228377627]Co-design insights that shaped our direction
Across the co-research activities 1, 2, and 3, a consistent insight emerged: learning is both the foundation and the mechanism for improving digital accessibility practices, whether within standards development, design, policy, and public use. Participants stressed that standards and regulations cannot achieve their intended impact unless the ecosystems that create and apply them have the capacity, understanding, and shared language needed to engage meaningfully. Participants emphasized that this learning must begin early — even in high school or earlier — to build a strong foundation for future designers and decision‑makers. This requires shifting from passive awareness to applied, context‑specific learning that is iterative and co‑created with people with disabilities who bring lived, technical, and experiential expertise. 
Co-researchers emphasized that the many current regulatory challenges are partly a failure of learning systems: standards are difficult to understand, inaccessible to many communities, and disconnected from the formal and informal education required for broad participation. This disconnect was also noted by educators who described existing training as superficial and misaligned with the realities they face day to day. In this context, education is not merely training; it is a structural lever for cultural change, innovation, and collective capacity‑building.
Integrating inclusive design education across systems
Co-researchers called for deep curricular integration of Inclusive Design (ID) across K–12, post-secondary, professional programs, and workplace learning. They argued that teaching inclusive design principles early — and embedding accessibility across disciplines — can shift attitudes in digital environments in the same way that accessibility is now normalized in the built environment. Participants highlighted that early education can extend across fields such as technology, architecture, urban planning, and tourism, helping accessibility thinking travel with learners into diverse professions. Education must also prepare future designers and technologists to understand both consumer‑facing and creator‑facing accessibility, ensuring that tools, workflows, and authoring environments support accessible practices from the outset. Co-researchers identified education as a primary mechanism for changing mindsets, building accountability, and preventing accessibility from being treated as an afterthought.
Participants also stressed that learning needs to flow in two directions: early exposure for younger learners, and ongoing learning opportunities for adults already shaping systems, policies, and digital products. They noted that integrating disability‑related content early helps people understand that ability is not fixed and that disability can be experienced by anyone.
Post‑secondary educators in particular described significant pressure, guilt, and uncertainty about when and how they were expected to meet accessibility expectations. Although they had completed basic awareness training, they found it disconnected from real practice and difficult to integrate into heavy workloads without structured support or incentives.
Learning through co-design, collaboration, and experimentation
The reports demonstrate that co-design itself functions as a pedagogy. Activities such as the standards development game — introduced to demystify complex regulatory processes — enabled participants to learn through play, iteration, and collaborative problem-solving. This approach supported deeper comprehension of constraints, power dynamics, and opportunities within standards development, enabling participants to propose nuanced changes. 
Co-researchers valued learning environments that were safe, flexible, hybrid, and multimodal, allowing them to build confidence, experiment, and test ideas without fear of failure. Many compared this to the early pandemic period, when educators had to learn online teaching through urgent, imperfect experimentation. They asked what equivalent supports exist for learning accessibility skills, particularly when accessibility is essential for participation rather than an optional enhancement.
Participants highlighted that without supportive, hands‑on environments, educators and designers can feel overwhelmed or defeated, perceiving accessibility as “one more thing” rather than a central requirement.
This pedagogical model also underscores the importance of hands-on sandboxes where teams can test accessibility approaches, gather feedback from people with disabilities, and openly share their learnings. 
Continuous improvement and ongoing professional learning
A recurring theme across the co-research was the urgency of keeping pace with rapid technological change by embedding continuous improvement cycles into both regulatory frameworks and learning environments. Co-researchers stressed that without ongoing professional learning, accessible technologies can regress — particularly during updates or rapid product releases. 
They advocated for training that is iterative, feedback-driven, and grounded in user involvement, with mechanisms to update standards, tools, and practices regularly. This includes providing specific, actionable guidance so teams can translate requirements into concrete decisions during design, development, and maintenance. Participants also pointed out that educators often lack protected time, space, or incentives to revisit curriculum or improve accessibility practices, making continuous learning difficult despite strong personal commitment
Emphasizing lived experience as technical and educational expertise
A major theme, particularly in co‑design 1 and 2, is the recognition of lived experience of disability as a core source of technical knowledge. Involving people with disabilities throughout design and regulatory processes is not only a justice‑based practice but also an educational one: teams learn more effectively when guided by those with firsthand experience navigating barriers. 
Co‑researchers stressed the importance of compensating this expertise and designing participation structures that support full engagement. Participants also noted that incorporating lived experience early in education helps learners understand disability as part of the human experience, countering assumptions that accessibility is only for a fixed minority.
This reframes education as an exchange of expertise rather than a unidirectional process, strengthening standards development, innovation, and long‑term system learning. 
Creating scalable, flexible learning and participation pathways
Participants emphasized that learning pathways must be flexible, accessible, and responsive to diverse needs — including small‑group onboarding, asynchronous learning, hybrid participation, and customizable tools. Themes related to accessibility of web platforms, captioning, interface flexibility, and inclusive documentation reveal how learning environments themselves can become barriers without thoughtful design. 
Participants pointed out that structural challenges — such as workload, limited autonomy in course design, and unclear expectations — can prevent educators and professionals from fully engaging in accessibility learning even when motivated. This underscores the need for learning infrastructures that support individualized access and reduce emotional burdens such as guilt or frustration associated with trying to meet accessibility expectations without adequate resources.
This reinforces the principle that inclusive learning infrastructures are prerequisites for inclusive regulatory and design systems, and that effective participation depends on well‑supported, individualized access.
[bookmark: _Toc228377628]Scenarios illustrating regulatory failure
During the June 16, 2025, advisory meeting, one co‑researcher emphasized persistent gaps in how accessibility and inclusion are incorporated into job requirements and federal standards. They noted that when reviewing job descriptions on platforms such as LinkedIn — or national frameworks like the National Standard of Canada for digital skills — accessibility and inclusion rarely appear as core competencies. The co‑researcher found it surprising that these considerations are not treated as minimum expectations or routinely embedded into advertised roles, despite their relevance across many positions.
A personal perspective underscores the importance of integrated accessibility: the lived and living experience of MS has revealed how easily accessibility needs are overlooked in product design. There have been many moments when a product could not be used as intended during an MS‑related episode because it lacked design considerations for diverse user needs.
A post‑secondary educator working in an underfunded institution is consistently unable to meet accessibility obligations partially due to the erosion of the university’s support. Key staff — IT and accessibility specialists — have left or been reassigned; educators have been promised “shared resources” from another institution that is already overstretched. As a result, each student request for accommodation becomes a time‑consuming search for processes, tools, and workarounds, many of which fail or cannot be implemented leaving no reliable source of guidance.
The nature of some programs sees students on site in short intensive bursts. Accessibility issues must be resolved within days or students risk not being able to participate — if they do not get addressed adequately then the student could lose their residency experience.
Institutional systems are built around traditional semester‑based courses, leaving innovative or accelerated programs without timely or appropriate support. Accommodations outside standard formats are often treated as discretionary “favours” rather than legal requirements, reinforcing a charity‑based model and creating inconsistent, inequitable access for students.
Without resources, learning, and training that matches real‑world needs or time to redesign curriculum, educators feel blamed for system failures they cannot control. 
[bookmark: _Toc228377629]Why the co-research findings lead us to embedding inclusion and accessibility into curriculum and pedagogy
The co‑research findings show that the gaps in digital accessibility are not only technical problems — they are learning problems. People across sectors struggle to understand, apply, and meaningfully engage with accessibility because the concepts are unfamiliar, the systems are complex, and the learning environments around them are not designed to support diverse ways of knowing. These insights point directly toward the need to embed inclusion and accessibility into curriculum and pedagogy, rather than treating them as side topics or optional add‑ons.
Learners need early, ongoing, and relevant exposure to accessibility concepts
Co‑researchers emphasized that accessibility should be taught early and reinforced throughout post‑secondary, workplace, and community learning. By embedding accessibility into curriculum — not as a stand‑alone module, but across subjects — educators help build shared understanding and normalize inclusive thinking. This makes future designers, technologists, and decision‑makers more likely to apply accessibility without needing separate training later.
People learn best when content is relatable, contextual, and connected to lived experience
Participants stressed the importance of learning through real examples, personal stories, and lived and living experience of disability. This leads directly to pedagogical practices such as storytelling, case studies, co‑teaching with community experts, and integrating lived experience as curriculum content — not just as a guest lecture. These are teaching approaches that make inclusion meaningful and memorable.
Different learners require different pathways and methods
One of the clearest insights is that no single teaching method works for everyone. Accessible, multimodal content; plain language; flexible participation; and modular approaches help learners enter the material at different points and with different needs. Embedding inclusion into pedagogy means building lessons that already expect difference rather than adjusting for it afterward.
Learning environments themselves must be accessible and inclusive
Co‑researchers reported that inaccessible platforms, materials, and tools create barriers before learning even begins. Embedding inclusion into pedagogy means choosing accessible tools from the start, offering multiple ways to participate, and ensuring that materials, instructions, and classroom structures do not unintentionally exclude learners. This shifts accessibility from a technical checklist into a foundation of good teaching.
Co‑design and collaboration become teaching practices
Because co‑design activities helped participants understand complicated systems, these insights point toward embedding co‑design as pedagogy. When learners work collaboratively, test ideas, iterate, and build solutions together, they internalize accessibility as a shared responsibility rather than a separate compliance exercise. Co‑design becomes both a teaching method and a mindset.
Education systems play a critical role in shaping professional practice
Participants noted that accessibility is largely missing from job descriptions, professional standards, and skill frameworks. Embedding inclusion and accessibility across curriculum helps shift expectations about what professional competence looks like. By normalizing these principles in education, graduates carry them into their future workplaces, reinforcing accessibility throughout the system rather than relying on later interventions.
Embedding accessibility supports continuous improvement and adaptability
Given the pace of technological change, learners need habits — not just knowledge. Embedding accessibility into curriculum teaches iterative thinking, reflection, feedback loops, and the expectation that accessibility needs will evolve. This supports lifelong learning and prevents accessibility from slipping during rapid updates or shifting priorities.
[bookmark: _Toc228377630]Feedback from the community
Co-research 2 participants returned to review the models that were informed by their work. The feedback for the Inclusive Learning Framework included refining the guiding values, strengthening examples, and improving clarity for teachers and learners. The following reviewer insights could inform next steps and phases of the framework. 
Reviewers suggested adjusting Collaboration & Co‑Design so that “Level 3 should be participatory and level 4 should be codesign,” noting that elements like “fair compensation” belong at Level 3 rather than in Extending. Some guiding principles “may not fit into some types of training… unrelated to human interaction,” and many people asked for more concrete resources: “More precise, concrete examples for teachers to know what success would look like,” including discipline‑specific strategies and examples under each guiding principle. Reviewers appreciated that the model “helps the user understand exactly the path they will go through” and encourages them to “ask questions when results aren’t as expected.” They noted implementation requires dedicated resources and suggested naming this explicitly. Teacher‑specific feedback included recognizing “teacher excellence in subject being taught,” connecting barriers to legislation (“no discrimination… link to related legislation”), addressing cultural differences, and clarifying “the role of the Disabled.” Some found it “unclear if practices mentioned will create a learning environment” and called for foundational learning opportunities for educators who “have no experience in designing inclusive materials,” including “sensitivity training and language usage” and stronger grounding in Indigenous perspectives.
Flexibility, continuous learning, and inclusion were highlighted as strengths, especially in Model 2’s attention to Indigenous perspectives so that “no one is left out” and its allowance for “trial and error in how inclusive and adaptable processes are.” Reviewers liked the focus on “finding and sharing teachings” and valued in‑depth subject examples because many standards call for inclusion without providing direction. A key critique is the lack of specificity about accessible digital environments: “It doesn't seem to be actually addressing the accessible digital domain issue,” and the model should explain “what issues each type of disability have with the current programming structure” and how to address them without exclusion. At the same time, reviewers expressed strong support for the framework’s foundations: “I like how you are trying to create a basis for understanding and a framework for empathic planning” and appreciated that it starts from inclusion instead of treating it as an afterthought. Several people “absolutely love the idea of beginning accessibility training in schools,” noting its potential to prevent prejudice and create environments where “disclosure [of your disability] is not necessary… making the environment more suited for everyone.” The action‑orientation was praised — “it provides clear steps on what people can do to improve accessibility” — and reviewers valued that the framework “includes everyone with difference, not just disability,” encouraging teachers to use it “whether or not they think they have students with disabilities,” since many learners are undiagnosed or undisclosed.
[bookmark: _Toc228377631]Digital Inclusion Framework
The working group concentrated on the approaches in the Innovation and Emerging Technologies theme, specifically examining how accessibility can be incorporated into the creation and deployment of new digital tools from the beginning. The aim of the group was to create a practical guide, toolkit, or process map based on lived experience to assist industry stakeholders and organizations in adopting more inclusive digital practices. After reviewing the accumulated insights gained through the first three co-research and co-design activities, the Digital Inclusion Framework (DIF) Model was developed. 
[bookmark: _Toc228377632]Insights from co-research
Our co-research pointed out that “technical compliance” can still lead to exclusion when AI-supported systems that make decisions rely on normative assumptions, lack human oversight, and do not provide plain-language explanations or accessible appeal pathways. Co-researchers highlighted that digital inclusion is experienced as an everyday ability to participate — apply, learn, work, access services, and contribute as creators — not just as a series of interface fixes.
Key themes identified
The working group identified six themes that recur in the co-research as the foundation of the model:
1) Inclusion must be built into the innovation process, not appended after launch.
2) Lived and living experience is legitimate expertise and must be resourced, compensated, and empowered.
3) Decision rights must remain in place — particularly when AI controls access, eligibility, identity, or classification.
4) “Impact” must be verified in real-world contexts using both quantitative data and narrative evidence.
5) Transparency and explainability is required to reduce cognitive load and support accountability.
6) Relationship stewardship with the disability community must be ongoing— reciprocity does not end at launch.
[bookmark: _t663n12wht9]Co-design insights that shaped our direction
Co‑research insights that shaped the DIF model framework:
· Shift from “Snapshot” to “Process”:  Accessibility audits at the end of a project are insufficient; inclusion must be regulated as a continuous process throughout the development lifecycle. (Co-research 3)
· Limitations of Technical Checklists: “Checking the box” for standards like WCAG often misses the complexity and diversity of disability. (Co-research 2)
· The Right to Human Oversight: Automated systems (AI) must not replace human judgment in high-stakes decisions; “Human-in-the-Loop” is a requirement to protect dignity. (Co-research 3)
· Plain Language: Digital exclusion is frequently caused by opaque, complex language in interfaces and appeal processes, not just technical bugs. (CR2)
· Lived Experience as Expertise: Inclusion means compensating and empowering people with disabilities as active co-creators, rather than merely using them as test subjects. (Co-research 3)
· Impact over Compliance: Success should be measured by a person’s real-world ability to complete a task and their sense of belonging, rather than merely fulfilling technical specifications. (Co-research 2)
[bookmark: _cp9f7xq21xn3]Scenarios illustrating regulatory failure
Several systemic and specific regulatory failures regarding emerging technologies were identified:
· Exclusion of Lived Experience in Innovation: Processes used to develop and innovate digital technologies, particularly AI, fail to include the perspectives and expertise of the disability community from the beginning.
· Absence of “Human-in-the-Loop” (HITL): Systems often lack a human oversight framework, leading to autonomous decisions that may be inappropriate or harmful to those with diverse needs.
· Reliance on “Normative” Data: AI-based decisions often depend on “norms” that fail to consider outliers or the varied functional limitations of people with disabilities.
· Lagging Standards: Static regulations and standards cannot keep pace with the exponential rate of technological change, leading to the sacrifice of accessibility for the sake of speed and novelty.
· Developer Skill Gaps: A widespread lack of accessibility skills among developers means that new innovation pathways are often inherently inaccessible.
· Lack of Ethical Frameworks for Digital Identity: There is a notable absence of frameworks to ensure choice and control over emerging technologies such as AI-generated voiceprints or deepfakes for people with intellectual disabilities.
· Reactive “Repair” Culture: Current systems favour a retroactive “find and fix” approach (an accessibility industry built on compliance issues) rather than proactive, integrated design.
· Inconsistency and Resource Strain: Traditional manual assessment processes are slow and inconsistent due to high caseloads and varying levels of practitioner expertise.
[bookmark: _axdpsb9nszuh]Scenario 1: The Automated Exclusion Barrier 
A university deploys an autonomous AI system to manage a growing backlog of disability accommodation requests. To reduce processing time, the system is configured to classify applications and issue decisions using “normative” data patterns and standard documentation templates. The innovation team behind the rollout has limited accessibility training, and the university does not involve students with disabilities during discovery, testing, or governance. The tool is treated as an efficiency solution, not as a high-impact decision system requiring safeguards.
In an attempt to streamline decisions, the accommodation workflow removes human review for most cases and relies on the AI to decide which requests are ineligible. The system provides only brief decision notifications, and there is no requirement to generate plain-language explanations that a student can understand and act on. There is also no clear escalation path, and staff assume the AI’s classification is objective and correct.
A student with a rare, episodic cognitive disability submits a request that does not align with common profiles in the training data. Because the disability fluctuates, and the supporting evidence does not fit expected patterns, the AI labels the request “insufficient evidence” and automatically denies accommodations. The student receives a generic message with no meaningful rationale, no indication of what information is missing, and no accessible way to ask for a human review. When the student attempts to appeal, they are routed back into the same automated channel.
Because there is no enforceable requirement for human-in-the-loop oversight, transparent decision criteria, or auditable decision trails, the university cannot demonstrate that the system was validated with students with disabilities or that it is not systematically excluding needs of individuals with more diverse needs. Students lose trust and delay or abandon requests, while the institution reports improved processing efficiency — masking exclusion behind performance metrics.
[bookmark: _2bt3lxufwni8]Scenario 2: Accessible Participation becomes Synthetic Participation
A national public agency launches a new inclusive consultation platform for disability policy. To increase participation from non-readers and people with intellectual disabilities, the agency uses an AI tool that converts policy documents into easy-read summaries, pictograms, short videos, and audio explanations. Participation is growing rapidly, and the agency touts the platform as a breakthrough in inclusive engagement.
However, to streamline consent and feedback, the platform introduces voice-based login and AI voice assistants that read questions and capture responses. In practice, participants are not given clear, multimodal consent options (audio, visuals, Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC)-compatible alternatives), and many do not fully understand that their voice recordings will be stored and potentially used to train or improve the system.
Within months, advocacy groups notice something alarming: public reports and stakeholder presentations include polished “participant quotes” and audio clips that sound like people with intellectual disabilities — but several participants deny they said those exact words. An investigation reveals that a vendor subcontractor used stored voice samples to generate synthetic voice snippets for illustrative purposes, claiming it was harmless and anonymized. The system also rephrased participant responses to sound more coherent, unintentionally changing meaning and flattening nuance.
Because there is no enforceable requirement for human verification, participant approval of interpreted outputs, or auditable decision trails, the agency cannot prove which quotes were authentic, which were AI-edited, and which were generated. Participants feel violated and withdraw from the process, and the policy team loses trust with the very communities it sought to empower — turning an inclusion intervention into a case of identity harm and consultation theatre.
[bookmark: _j42dj5cx1xw][bookmark: _Toc228377633]Proposed model approach
The Digital Inclusion Framework was developed to guide digital innovators and developers in improving accessibiltiy and inclusion of their products by integrating accessibiltiy and inclusion considerations at each phase of the development cycle. The framework provides evaluation criteria for the development lifecycle, on a grid these can be thought of horizontals and verticals respectively. 
Horizontals (evaluation criteria) are what must be present across the lifecycle. The following six horizontals are applied throughout the lifecycle. They are written in plain language so they can be used by project teams, leadership, procurement, and regulators.
· Reflexive practice
· Inclusive participation
· Ethics and human-in-the-loop (HITL)
· Impact and validation
· Transparency and explainability
· Equity and relationships
Verticals (lifecycle stages) mark when and where criteria are applied. The framework applies the horizontals across four lifecycle stages:
· Early exploration: identify assumptions, stakeholders, access supports, and consent; plan how evidence will be validated with participants.
· Initial design: co‑create artifacts and decision points; define HITL workflow and escalation; prepare plain‑language rationales.
· Testing & refinement: run usability and accessibility tests with diverse participants; measure impact; document changes and lessons.
· Implementation & evaluation: publish rationales and process evidence; monitor bias and regressions; maintain feedback loops and continuous improvement.
The framework is proportionate (scaled by risk and context), practical (evidence can be shown in multiple forms), and people‑centred (lived experience and human decision rights are structural requirements).
Purpose of the model
The purpose of the framework is to make digital inclusion a repeatable, auditable practice in contexts of rapid technological change. It enables regulators, institutions, and innovators to demonstrate that they have embedded inclusive innovation safeguards — before, during, and after launch — so that new technologies expand participation rather than automate exclusion. The framework supports consistent decision‑making, reduces regressions over time, and ensures that people with disabilities have meaningful power to shape outcomes.
[bookmark: _eg0zvj1jvc0p]What the model evaluates
The framework helps to evaluate whether an initiative has the practices and evidence needed to produce inclusive outcomes across the lifecycle, including:
· Reflexive practice: documented reflection that changes decisions over time.
· Inclusive participation: shared power, accessible engagement methods, and fair compensation for lived‑experience expertise.
· Ethics and human‑in‑the‑loop (HITL): consent, decision rights, escalation/appeal pathways, and safeguards so technology augments — not replaces — human judgement.
· Impact and validation: evidence of real‑world outcomes validated with people with disabilities (numbers and narratives).
· Transparency and explainability: plain‑language rationales and auditable documentation.
· Equity and relationships: reciprocal partnerships that address power imbalances and sustain stewardship beyond launch.
[bookmark: _2jbmdouun2z7]Key features of the model
1) A horizontal/vertical process map that can be embedded into project templates and governance.
2) Plain‑language criteria and evidence expectations that reduce cognitive load for participants and reviewers.
3) Risk‑proportionate application: higher‑risk functions (classification, eligibility, identity, automated recommendations) trigger stronger HITL and validation requirements.
4) Multiple acceptable evidence forms: policies, training logs, co‑design artifacts, change logs, usability findings, incident reports, and narrative validation.
5) Built‑in feedback loops: monitoring for bias/regression and community‑led re‑validation.
6) An “innovation sandbox” option for experimenting safely with emerging tech before deployment.
[bookmark: _o0d8vq2ikw7n]How the model responds to the failure scenarios
The model responds to failure scenarios by shifting accountability upstream and making inclusion checkable at decision points:
· Prevents exclusion-by-design by requiring inclusive participation and reflexive practice in early exploration and initial design.
· Prevents automated harm by requiring HITL decision rights, consent, and appeal pathways for high‑impact functions.
· Prevents “normative data” bias by requiring validation with diverse lived experience (including outliers) and by treating narrative evidence as legitimate proof of usability.
· Prevents “black box” barriers by requiring plain‑language rationales, documentation, and auditable decision trails.
· Prevents post‑launch regressions through monitoring, community feedback loops, and ongoing stewardship.
Digital Inclusion Framework (DIF) map
The tables below summarizes the DIF process map. Each table includes definitions of the dimension and then guiding questions fore the development phase. 
Dimension 1. Reflexive Practice
	Explanation – Definition
	A continuous process of critically examining assumptions, methods, and biases to adapt and improve design decisions. Reflexivity ensures responsiveness to emerging insights and participant needs throughout all phases.

	Plain Language Definition
	Stopping to think about how we are doing things and changing them if they are not working.
It means asking the questions:	
· Is this making sense to people?
· Is anyone being left out?	· 
· Do we need to do this a different way?

	early exploration
	What assumptions do we have? What do we hope to learn?

	initial design
	What changed in design based on feedback?

	testing & refinement
	What adjustments were made after testing?

	implementation & evaluation
	What lessons will inform future iterations?


Dimension 2. Inclusive Participation
	Explanation – Definition
	Moves beyond representation to active empowerment, enabling all individuals, especially those with diverse abilities, to contribute meaningfully as co-creators in the design process.

	Plain Language Definition
	This means people are not just present or being spoken for. They are actively involved and have real influence. 
It means:
· People help make decisions.
· People help shape ideas.
· People help decide what gets changed.
Everyone’s contribution matters, especially people with different ways of thinking, learning, or communicating. People are treated as partners, not helpers or guests.

	early exploration
	Who is consulted? Are access supports planned?

	initial design
	Who co-created? Were roles clear? Were honoraria provided?

	testing & refinement
	Who tested prototypes? Were supports effective?

	implementation & evaluation
	Who validated outcomes? Was participation diverse?


Dimension 3. Ethics & Human in the Loop (HITL)
	Explanation – Definition
	An ethical foundation where human oversight remains central. Human in the loop means decisions are guided by empathetic, knowledgeable actors who provide tailored support, ensuring technology augments rather than replaces human judgment. This principle safeguards dignity and accessibility in every interaction.

	Plain Language Definition
	Human in the loop means people stay involved in decisions. Technology helps, but it does not decide on its own.
It means:
· A real person is paying attention.
· A real person can step in, explain things, or make changes.
· Decisions are made with care, understanding, and respect.
Technology supports the work, but people stay in charge.

	early exploration
	Where do humans review/approve? Is consent in place?

	initial design
	Is HITL workflow clear? Are escalation paths defined?

	testing & refinement
	Were ethical checks applied during testing?

	implementation & evaluation
	Is HITL maintained in final decision-making?


Dimension 4. Impact & Validation
	Explanation – Definition
	The degree to which outcomes create real, positive change, both tangible and intangible. Impact is measured through accessibility gains, equity advances, and increased empowerment — validated by those most affected through their stories, experiences, and outcomes data. Function alone isn't success; ethical and social value matter equally.

	Plain Language Definition
	Checking if the work is actually helping people. It is not enough for something to function. It needs to make a positive difference in people’s lives.
Impact means asking:
· Is it easier for people to take part?
· Is it fairer?
· Do people have more voice, choice, and control?
We check impact by:
· Listening to what people say.
· Asking what changed for them.
· Looking at simple information about what helped.
Numbers matter, but they are not the only proof. People’s feedback and what changes in their lives matter too.

	early exploration
	How will impact be measured? What outcomes matter?

	initial design
	Are metrics aligned with lived experience?

	testing & refinement
	Did feedback loops inform changes?

	implementation & evaluation
	Do results validate against lived experience?


Dimension 5. Transparency & Explainability
	Explanation – Definition
	Ensuring clarity and accountability in processes, decisions, and outputs. Transparency makes objectives and methods visible, while explainability reduces cognitive load and fosters trust by making technology understandable and usable for all participants.

	Plain Language Definition
	Being clear, open, and responsible for decisions and actions.
This means:
· People understand the goal.
· People know how decisions are made.
· People know who is responsible.
Transparency means sharing plans and steps clearly. Explainability means using plain language and examples, so things are easy to understand, including technology.
Nothing important is unclear or left unexplained.

	early exploration
	How will decisions be communicated?

	initial design
	Are rationales clear and in plain language?

	testing & refinement
	Were explanations tested for clarity?

	implementation & evaluation
	Are technical notes available for audit?


Dimension 6. Equity & Relationship
	Explanation – Definition
	Building relationships based on trust, reciprocity, and shared purpose. Equity means actively working to address power imbalances by recognizing lived experience as legitimate expertise. These partnerships require ongoing respect, fair compensation, and genuine collaboration from start to finish.

	Plain Language Definition
	Working together in a fair and respectful way.
This means:
· People trust each other.
· Everyone both gives and receives.
· Everyone is working toward the same goal
Equity means noticing when some people have more power than others and taking steps to make things fair. Each persons lived experience is treated as real knowledge.
What this looks like in practice:
· People are listened to and taken seriously.
· People are paid for their time and knowledge.
· Decisions are made together, not only by one group.
· · People are involved from start to finish.

	early exploration
	How are trust and relationships built early?

	initial design
	Are intersectional needs addressed?

	testing & refinement
	Were follow-ups and community touchpoints maintained?

	implementation & evaluation
	Are qualitative signals documented alongside metrics?



Digital Inclusion Framework (DIF) implementation support
To support practical use of the process map, the working group developed a draft Digital Inclusion Framework and an interactive early prototype tool (“DIF Specialist”) that helps teams navigate and apply the framework in a repeatable way. The prototype was built using the Map tab from the working group Excel file as its reference and is intended to guide users through the DIF horizontals and lifecycle considerations when planning, reviewing, or improving digital initiatives. Because the source map is still being finalized (some areas remain incomplete), the DIF Specialist is presented as a concept model. It should be used to support — not replace — human judgement and lived-experience review.
The DIF Specialist (prototype) can be tested here: https://chatgpt.com/g/g-697a29a24ea48191938e54d2893b3db3-dif-specialist 
Case study evidence: feasibility in practice
[bookmark: _r276urh59qrg]Members of the working group had conducted two projects of a type that could utilize the Digital Inclusion Framework. As an exercise in understanding the applicability of the framework they applied the framework retroactively. 
Case A: Accessibility Virtual Assistant (AVA) in disability services
AVA was an interdisciplinary collaboration between AI researchers, students with disabilities, and disability service practitioners, using a chatbot-based interface to collect qualitative and quantitative information and generate accommodation recommendations with human-readable explanations. Importantly, AVA is positioned as decision support: it strengthens consistency and transparency while foregrounding human assessment practices and keeping practitioners accountable for final decisions. In applying the framework, the project demonstrated: 
· [bookmark: _gdsyk2m04gsw]Reflexive practice: iterative refinement based on practitioner and student input, including recognition that accommodation decisions do not have a single “ground truth.”
· Inclusive participation: co-development of domain-specific follow-up questions and accommodation descriptions with practitioners and students with disabilities, moving beyond token input to shared shaping of the system.
· Ethics and HITL: structured human oversight within disability service workflows (review, validation, and escalation) so AI suggestions never operate as final determinations.
· Impact and validation: evaluation grounded in real service contexts, accounting for nuanced functional limitations and practical decision-making demands (not just technical performance).
· Transparency and explainability: concise, plain-language rationales attached to recommendations to reduce cognitive load, support accountability, and make decisions contestable.
· Equity and relationships: trust-building collaboration across roles (students, practitioners, researchers) that treats disability expertise as central to quality and legitimacy — reinforcing reciprocal participation rather than extractive data collection.t.
[bookmark: _pfa4uu8iwd57]Case B: Participation supports for non-readers and people with intellectual disabilities
[bookmark: _3mqunbz414uu]In a multi-country project led by Lori Vaanholt, AI supported the translation and adaptation of learning and research materials into visual and oral formats, helping participants engage with complex content and contribute definitions of relationship-based care, belonging, and community. Importantly, the approach treats accessibility as scaffolding for co-creation of authority — supporting people in shaping meaning and decisions, not just receiving information. In applying the framework Participation supports demonstrated: 
· Reflexive practice: ongoing attention to how AI mediation can shift meaning, agency, and power, with adjustments based on participant experience and emerging risks.
· Inclusive participation: accessible, multimodal engagement methods (visual, audio, supported communication, Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC)-compatible options) that enable non-readers to contribute as experts; participation is designed for cognitive access rather than assuming literacy.
· Ethics and HITL: human guidance of AI outputs and safeguarding of consent, interpretation, and decision rights, so that AI assists participation without overriding participant intent.
· Impact and validation: evidence of real participation outcomes — participants move from being “consulted” to acting as co-researchers who define concepts and priorities — validated through lived outcomes and narrative evidence.
· Transparency and explainability: understandable representations of content and decisions that reduce cognitive load, plus clarity about what is AI-generated, what is interpreted, and what is approved by participants.
· Equity and relationships: relationship-based participation that prioritizes trust, reciprocity, and ongoing stewardship — while also surfacing identity harms (voice prints, deepfakes) that require stronger protections and community control.
[bookmark: _Toc228377634]Affordances of the framework 
Rather than a final checklist, the framework is implemented as a continuous governance tool used throughout the innovation lifecycle:
· As a Decision-Making Guide: Teams use the “Verticals” (Phases) to identify specific inclusion risks early, ensuring that “Human-in-the-Loop” (HITL) points are designed into the system architecture before a single line of code is written. 
· To Define Human Decision Rights: Leadership uses the framework to establish clear protocols for who has the authority to review, override, or appeal automated decisions, ensuring technology augments rather than replaces human judgment. 
· As a Resourcing Roadmap: Procurement and project managers use the “Inclusive Participation” horizontal to budget for the fair compensation of people with lived experience and to schedule co-design sessions at the start of the project.
· For High-Risk Validation: For complex technologies like AI or biometric identity tools, the framework directs teams to use “Safety Sandboxes” to test for exclusionary patterns in a controlled environment before public release.
· To Create an Auditable Evidence Trail: The framework generates a living record of “Reflexive Practice” notes, plain-language rationales, and community feedback logs. This serves as transparent evidence of compliance for regulators. 
· For Ongoing Relationship Stewardship: Implementation includes maintaining “Reciprocity Loops” where participants are updated on how their expertise shaped the final product, ensuring trust is not lost after launch. 
[bookmark: _p820f6p71561][bookmark: _Toc228377635]Impact of the Digital Inclusion Framework
[bookmark: _pdg46amvzeuq]The model is designed to transform digital inclusion from a retroactive “repair” activity into a foundational, process-oriented practice. The anticipated impacts of this model — characterized by its six “Horizontals” (Reflexive Practice, Inclusive Participation, Ethics & HITL, Impact, Transparency, and Equity) — extend beyond technical accessibility to encompass systemic power shifts and cultural change.
· Redistribution of Power and Agency: The model aims for a “transfer of agency,” moving from token representation to genuine co-creation authority where people with disabilities have the power to shape technological outcomes.
· Proactive Barrier Prevention: By embedding accessibility into the “Discovery” and “Initial Design” phases, the model seeks to eliminate barriers before they become entrenched, interrupting the cycle of retroactive fixing.
· Enhanced AI Fairness and Reliability: In emerging technologies like AI, the model prioritizes “recall” — ensuring that systems do not fail to recommend necessary accommodations for “outliers” who do not fit typical data norms.
· Standardization of Ethical Oversight: Through the Human-in-the-Loop (HITL) framework, the model ensures that technology augments rather than replaces human judgment, safeguarding dignity and autonomy in automated decision-making.
· Closing the Professional Skill Gap: The model provides a tangible “recipe” for developers and industry stakeholders who currently lack accessibility training, helping to normalize these skills in the job market.
· Fostering Trust through Transparency: By requiring plain-language rationales and explainable outputs, the model reduces the “cognitive load” for users and fosters trust between participants and technology.
[bookmark: _Toc228377636]What it might look like when implemented
The following is an illustrative example of how an organization could begin to apply the DIF model in practice. It is not intended as a checklist or a required sequence. The entry point is the Digital Inclusion Framework, with additional steps taken as appropriate to context, capacity, and risk.
1) Start with the DIF: Use the process map as a shared reference across the lifecycle — from early exploration through post-launch learning.
2) Apply it to a pilot project: Use the map on one initiative to identify where inclusion questions, roles, and evidence are currently missing.
3) Choose a few key decision moments: For higher-impact features, identify points where a person reviews, confirms, or can intervene (in ways that fit the context).
4) Bring lived experience in early (when feasible): Include people with disabilities in discovery and testing, with appropriate access supports and honoraria.
5) Keep lightweight evidence: Maintain short records of what was decided, what changed, and why (e.g., testing notes, issues raised/resolved, change logs).
6) Revisit and improve over time: Use feedback and basic monitoring to adjust both the product and the process as conditions and technologies evolve.
[bookmark: _Toc228377637]Additional concepts to consider in future iterations
The following concepts are consistent with the DIF model and surfaced as high-value directions during working group discussions. They are not yet fully operationalized in the current process map but could strengthen future iterations or supporting guidance.
1) Scaffolding for cognitive accessibility (participation support over time)
A recurring insight was the need for structured “scaffolding” approaches that enable participation by non-readers and people with intellectual disabilities through staged supports (e.g., subdivide → initiate → assess → support → fade → repeat). In the model, this aligns closely with Inclusive participation (accessible engagement methods), Transparency and explainability (reducing cognitive load through understandable representations), and Impact and validation (testing whether supports actually increase agency, understanding, and decision influence).
2) People with disabilities as creators, not only consumers
Working group discussions also emphasized that digital inclusion must account for people with disabilities as creators, employees, and decision-makers — not only as end users of services. This has implications for how the DIF model defines scope and evidence: the framework should be capable of assessing inclusion in workflows, authoring tools, procurement practices, and governance roles. This concept connects strongly to Equity and relationships (power and role distribution), Impact and validation (participation outcomes in real work contexts), and Inclusive participation (shared decision-making and compensated expertise).
[bookmark: _Toc228377638]Emerging themes and unresolved tensions
The working group identified a set of tensions that the DIF model must navigate if it is to support innovation without reproducing new barriers. These themes help explain why a process-based model is needed, and where future standards and guidance may need careful design.
“Ground truth” vs human judgement: Accommodation, classification, and eligibility decisions often have no single objective answer. Attempts to automate them can harden assumptions unless reflexive practice and review are built in.
Speed and novelty vs inclusion: Innovation incentives reward rapid deployment, while inclusive design requires time for participation, testing, and iteration — creating pressure to “ship first and fix later.”
Lived experience vs checklist compliance: Technical conformance can miss real barriers if lived experience is excluded or treated as consultation theatre rather than decision-shaping expertise.
Repair culture vs proactive inclusion: Current systems often reward retroactive “find and fix” work rather than upstream design choices that prevent barriers from being created in the first place.
Accessibility industry conflicts: Compliance-driven markets can create incentives to sustain ongoing audits and remediation cycles rather than reducing root causes through better governance and design.
Digital identity and consent risks outpacing safeguards: Emerging tools (e.g., AI-generated voiceprints, synthetic media/deepfakes) raise new risks for autonomy and control — especially for people with intellectual disabilities — without clear ethical frameworks or enforceable protections.
Digital inclusion as a human right: The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) framing raises questions about minimum obligations, accountability, and power: inclusion cannot depend solely on organizational goodwill or voluntary adoption.
The DIF model responds to these tensions by focusing on the conditions of inclusive innovation — participation, human decision rights, evidence of real-world outcomes, transparency, and long-term stewardship — rather than assuming stable technical requirements or one-time compliance checks. 
[bookmark: _Toc225175971][bookmark: _Toc228377639]Co-researcher Feedback
We asked our community co-researchers to tell us about their experience of the project. We asked them about the collaboration, their satisfaction with the models, and gave space to include any other information about the project experience that they wanted to share. 
[bookmark: _Toc225175972]Across the RtDD project, community co-researchers consistently affirmed that their participation was meaningful, valued, and impactful. Nearly all respondents indicated that their earlier contributions were clearly reflected in the development of the models, and they described feeling respected, heard, and recognized throughout the process. Many expressed appreciation for the opportunity to contribute lived‑experience expertise to work that has tangible potential to influence accessibility regulation and the broader digital domain.
[bookmark: _Toc228377640]Impact of participation
For many co-researchers, the experience was empowering. Several noted that this was one of the first times their lived experience was treated as legitimate expertise rather than anecdotal input. They described the work as “beneficial,” “encouraging,” and “a stepping stone for future change,” emphasizing that it felt powerful to see their insights meaningfully shape models intended for national standards and regulatory systems.
Participants also valued the collaborative nature of the project. Hearing the perspectives of others with different disabilities broadened their understanding of accessibility, with one participant noting: “Even as someone with a disability, I do not necessarily know what people with other disabilities need.” Others described gaining “more perspectives,” learning “how complex inclusion is,” and developing a deeper appreciation for the diversity of access needs.
Many participants highlighted the real‑world orientation of the work. Rather than remaining within academic circles, this project focused on tools and models designed for practical use. Co-researchers shared that this made the experience feel meaningful, constructive, and connected to change beyond the project. Several expressed hope that the work would continue and expand into additional domains.
[bookmark: _Toc228377641]What co-researchers learned
Co-researchers reported learning in several key areas:
· Broader understanding of accessibility. Many learned about needs outside their own and saw how inclusive design practices can surface hidden or overlooked barriers.
· The value of co-design. Multiple participants noted how important it is to involve diverse voices early and often, and that co‑design is a powerful method for creating systems that reflect lived realities.
· Practical frameworks and concepts. Participants learned about models, ethical considerations, and ideas such as Human‑in‑the‑Loop, iterative design, and accessible communication.
· The scale and duration of systemic change. Several noted surprise at how long this kind of research takes, and how many steps are needed to develop workable solutions.
· Improved communication and design skills. Some learned to express complex ideas in plain language or gained new ways of thinking about inclusive design in their own work.
A recurring theme was the shift in perspective — from thinking about one’s own needs to understanding accessibility as a collective, intersectional, and community‑shaped practice.
[bookmark: _Toc228377642]What we learned from their feedback
The feedback from co-researchers helped the RtDD team reflect on and refine the research process itself. Several participants shared barriers related to technology, timing, or platform accessibility. We learned that:
· Participation tools must be easy to access, stable, and flexible, especially for asynchronous work.
· Long periods between research phases can make it difficult for participants to maintain continuity; future work should seek more consistent touchpoints.
· Some participants wanted clearer training and orientation, particularly for model review activities.
· Language matters: terms like “co-researcher” felt affirming for some and unclear for others, underscoring the need for flexible, participant‑preferred role language.
This feedback reinforced the importance of designing not only accessible products, but also accessible research processes that honour varying capacities, needs, and preferences.
[bookmark: _Toc228377643]The value of lived‑experience expertise
The feedback underscores a core principle of this project: people with lived experience of disability are not peripheral stakeholders — they are essential experts whose insights directly strengthen research, design, and policy. Participants shared that they felt their perspectives shaped outcomes, influenced decisions, and improved the clarity and relevance of the models. Their contributions helped ensure the work remained grounded in real‑world barriers rather than abstract assumptions.
Many described the experience as personally transformative: learning from peers, deepening empathy, and expanding their understanding of inclusion. Others highlighted how the project helped them see their expertise as valuable beyond personal experience, and that it can inform institutions, guide policy, and reshape systems.
For the RtDD team, this confirms that inclusive and participatory research is not only ethically necessary — it produces better, more relevant models. Co-researchers’ reflections remind us that accessibility is fundamentally relational and that regulatory innovation must centre those most affected by digital exclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc228377644]Addressing the Project Challenges
The RtDD project began with six challenges that explained why digital accessibility remains inconsistent, fragile, and difficult to sustain. These challenges — identified through the environmental scan, community engagement, and advisory panel guidance — shaped every stage of the co-design and co-research process. 
The three models developed through RtDD respond to these challenges from different but deeply interconnected angles. Each focuses on a distinct leverage point within the ecosystem:
· The Process Based Compliance Model strengthens organisational capability and accountability.
· The Inclusive Learning Framework builds foundational knowledge, shared language, and long-term cultural change.
· The Digital Inclusion Framework governs emerging technologies and ensures innovation remains ethical, transparent, and participatory.
Taken together, the models create a more adaptive, equitable, and inclusive regulatory landscape — one capable of meeting the complexity of today’s digital environment while preparing for tomorrows. Notably, the Inclusive Learning Framework emerged as the only model that meaningfully addresses all six challenges, demonstrating the central role of learning and culture in any sustainable change effort. 
The sections below describe how each model contributes to addressing the six challenges and how, collectively, they respond to the systems level gaps surfaced throughout the RtDD project.
[bookmark: _Toc228377645]Addressing the diversity and complexity of accessibility needs
Co-researchers emphasized that technical standards often oversimplify accessibility needs and can overlook people at the margins, especially those with intersectional identities or atypical access patterns. 
The Process Based Compliance Model addresses this by embedding accessibility into organizational processes — planning, design, development, testing, procurement, and continuous improvement. Its seven dimensions and maturity levels encourage organizations to use flexible, evidence informed, and user centred practices capable of supporting diverse lived experiences.
The Inclusive Learning Framework responds most comprehensively by creating a long-term foundation for understanding human variability. By weaving inclusion into curriculum, pedagogy, professional learning, and community knowledge exchange, it prepares future designers, educators, and decision-makers to recognize and design for differences from the outset. Co-researchers noted that this framework “opens eyes to various lived experiences” and fosters critical thinking and empathy — skills essential for designing inclusive digital systems. 
The Digital Inclusion Framework strengthens this further by requiring validation with people who do not fit into “normative” data patterns. Its emphasis on Human in the Loop, ethical safeguards, and testing with outliers ensures that systems reflect the full range of real-world diversity.
Together, these models affirm that diversity is not an exception but a fundamental design and governance principle.
[bookmark: _Toc228377646]Keeping pace with rapid technological change and preventing new barriers
Rapid innovation — particularly in AI and automated decision systems — introduces new forms of exclusion faster than standards can keep up. This challenge was raised repeatedly in Co-Research 2 and by the advisory panel. 
The Process Based Compliance Model supports agility through continuous monitoring, accessible procurement requirements, regular testing with people with disabilities, and governance practices that anticipate change rather than respond after harm occurs.
The Inclusive Learning Framework strengthens the ecosystem’s capacity to keep pace with technological change by cultivating habits of critical thinking, curiosity, and ongoing learning. It helps teams understand emerging technologies, question assumptions, and integrate lived experience input as practices evolve.
The Digital Inclusion Framework directly addresses technological complexity by shifting regulatory attention from point-in-time outputs to the processes that shape innovation. Its horizontals — reflexivity, inclusive participation, Human in the Loop, transparency, impact, and equity — ensure that emerging technologies are evaluated within real contexts using evidence that adapts as systems evolve. It replaces static audits with a lifecycle based, risk proportionate approach.
Together, these approaches create regulatory capacity that can evolve in step with technological change, and help prevent new barriers from being embedded into future systems.
[bookmark: _Toc228377647]Improving integration and interoperability across systems
Many of the most significant accessibility failures identified in co-research 2 occurred at the intersections between systems — assistive technologies, digital platforms, vendors, legacy tools, and organizational workflows. 
The Process Based Compliance Model strengthens these intersections by requiring accessible procurement, vendor oversight, and accountability structures that ensure accessibility is maintained across updates and integrations throughout the digital lifecycle.
The Inclusive Learning Framework contributes by giving teams the knowledge and skills needed to understand interoperability challenges and design with integrated ecosystems in mind. It prepares the workforce to anticipate how design choices connect across systems.
The Digital Inclusion Framework reinforces interoperability through processes that apply inclusive requirements across upstream tools, datasets, and system components. Its emphasis on Human in the Loop and real-world validation ensures that interaction level barriers are detected early.
Together, the models frame interoperability as an organizational, educational, and technological responsibility.
[bookmark: _Toc228377648]Supporting accessibility focused innovation without constraining it
Participants described feeling that current systems discourage experimentation and delay accessibility until it is too late. Startups noted that rigid requirements can inhibit innovation. 
The Process Based Compliance Model encourages innovation by accommodating multiple types of evidence, supporting proportional expectations, and embedding accessibility early so that teams can explore ideas without costly late-stage redesigns.
The Inclusive Learning Framework nurtures a culture where creativity and inclusion are mutually reinforcing. By embedding inclusive design in education and professional learning, it equips innovators with the mindset and practice to centre accessibility from the beginning.
The Digital Inclusion Framework supports responsible innovation by introducing safety sandboxes — controlled environments where teams can experiment with emerging technologies alongside people with disabilities before deployment. It ensures that experimentation is accompanied by accountability, ethics, and real-world validation.
Together, these models show that inclusion and innovation can advance together when supported by the right structures and learning ecosystems.
[bookmark: _Toc228377649]Removing disincentives for organisations and strengthening accountability
Many organizations experience accessibility as a compliance burden rather than an integrated practice. Participants highlighted that current systems favour reactive “repair” rather than proactive prevention. 
The Process Based Compliance Model addresses this challenge by providing a maturity model, clear pathways for progress, and multiple forms of acceptable evidence. It encourages accountability through transparency, monitoring, and continuous improvement rather than punitive audits.
The Inclusive Learning Framework strengthens accountability by equipping teams with confidence and knowledge — making accessibility a natural part of everyday decision making. When inclusion is embedded in learning cultures, compliance becomes a by-product rather than a last-minute obligation.
The Digital Inclusion Framework promotes accountability by making decision making processes visible and auditable, particularly in high-risk AI and automated systems. Its horizontals — including ethics, transparency, and impact — ensure that inclusion is not left to chance.
Across all three models, accountability shifts from checklist policing to evidence based, participatory, and transparent governance.
[bookmark: _Toc228377650]Meaningful participation, empowerment, and lived experience expertise
Across all five co-design cycles, the strongest message was the need to centre people with disabilities as active contributors, decision makers, and co-creators — not passive users consulted at the end. 
The Process Based Compliance Model incorporates participation requirements across its dimensions, and co researchers recommended strengthening expectations for embedded participation at higher maturity levels.
The Inclusive Learning Framework addresses this most broadly. It affirms lived experience as legitimate expertise, embeds co design into pedagogy and workforce learning, and prepares future practitioners to collaborate meaningfully with people with disabilities. Co-researchers noted that this framework “shifted their perspective” and deepened their understanding of diverse needs.
The Digital Inclusion Framework treats lived experience as structural, not optional. Its horizontals — particularly Inclusive Participation, Equity, and Impact — ensure that the disability community helps shape assumptions, test systems, validate outcomes, and guide decision making across the innovation lifecycle.
Together, the three models elevate lived experience expertise from a supportive role to a central driver of regulatory design and digital inclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc228377651]Bringing the models together
Individually, each model strengthens a different part of the digital ecosystem:
· The Process Based Compliance Model builds organizational capability and sustained accountability.
· The Inclusive Learning Framework provides the cultural, educational, and developmental foundations necessary for long-term change.
· The Digital Inclusion Framework ensures ethical, transparent, and participatory governance for emerging technologies.
Collectively, they respond to all six challenges by:
· shifting regulation from static outputs to adaptive processes,
· embedding inclusion across education, workforce practice, and innovation,
· recognizing lived experience as technical and design expertise,
· supporting consistent, proactive practices across the lifecycle, and
· fostering the adaptability required for future technologies.
Together, they form a holistic regulatory approach — stronger, more flexible, and more grounded in lived experience than any model could achieve alone.
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