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Abstract. The DigiPlace4all online peer support community supports people with 

disabilities in developing digital literacy skills needed to transition from 

Vocational and Educational Training (VET) to mainstream education & 

employment. It facilitates the development of informal one-to-one peer support 

relationships between members who can post and respond to requests and offers of 

peer support and share information on a range of associated topics. It is active in 

Ireland, Belgium, Poland and Bulgaria and is being spread internationally. 

Keywords. Peer support, social network, digital skills, education, employment 

1. Introduction 

DigiPlace4all [1] is an online peer support community for people with disabilities, 

educators and employers. It supports people with disabilities in developing the digital 

literacy skills needed to transition from Vocational and Educational Training (VET) to 

mainstream education & employment. DigiPlace4all has been developed within the 

European DICE project (Digital Inclusion Champions in Europe) [2] funded with 

support from the European Commission under the Transfer of Innovation programme, 

project number 2013-1-IE1-LEO05-06094. DigiPlace4all communities are active in 

four countries – Ireland, Belgium, Bulgaria and Poland. 

2. The need for an online peer support community 

Students with disabilities face significant barriers to digital literacy skills training due 

to factors such as cost, physical access and lack of information. Vocational and 

Educational Training (VET) providers find it difficult to keep up with the increasing 

demand for digital skills due to rapid uptake of online and mobile products and services. 

To help develop their digital skills, people with disabilities naturally look to their peers 

for support, advice and information sharing. The European Civil Society Platform on 

Lifelong Learning highlights a culture of peer support as among the factors which 

make for success in promoting learning of key competences, including use of ICT and 

the Internet [3]. Mechanisms to facilitate the formation and maintenance of peer 
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support relationships can therefore be very beneficial in supporting and supplementing 

instructor-delivered training. To help people with disabilities transition from VET to 

mainstream education and employment, trainers, educators and employers can also 

benefit from the support of their own peers as they seek to provide inclusive education 

and work environments. By sharing information and experiences, they can learn how 

best to assist people with disabilities in making that transitioning to education and work. 

DigiPlace4all is designed to facilitate and sustain this peer support, helping 

students build on the skills developed through VET centre training and make the 

transition to mainstream education and employment. 

3. Peer support and mentoring 

The essential element of peer support is that the supporter and the supported person are 

peers. That is, they are similar in fundamental ways [4]. In the DigiPlace4All 

community, the fundamental similarity is the nature of the person’s disability and the 

types of mainstream and assistive technologies they use to access the digital world. For 

example, a person who is blind may access digital content through an iPhone with its 

built-in screen reader app, Voiceover. If that person needs support in learning how to 

use Facebook, the supporter will need to be familiar with using Voiceover on an iPhone 

to access Facebook. A sighted person may only know how to interact with the visible 

elements of the standard Facebook user interface. This is not helpful to the blind person 

who cannot see those elements and who may not be able to interact with them using 

Voiceover, due to lack of Voiceover support in the app. The solution may be to use a 

different Facebook app entirely and the supporter will need to be aware of this. 

Peer support relationships between people with disabilities are well established and 

formalised within organisations that aim to support independent living. A typical 

example is the peer counselling service provided jointly by the National Council of the 

Blind of Ireland and the Irish Wheelchair Association to help people with physical or 

sensory disabilities adjust emotionally and socially to lead as independent lives as 

possible. Peer counsellors are people with the same disabilities as those who they are 

supporting. They have received training in counselling skills accredited by the National 

Association for Pastoral Counselling and Psychotherapy and are supported by full-time 

psychologists and family therapists. 

This kind of formalised peer support goes beyond what DigiPlace4All aims to 

facilitate, as it involves psychological counselling and emotional support for which 

practitioners must be trained and supervised. DigiPlace4All is concerned only with 

digital skills building. An example of the kind of peer-to-peer digital skills learning 

model that DigiPlace4All facilitates is that of the Torbay Stroke Survivors Computer 

Group [5], a partnership project between Torbay Libraries and the Stroke Association 

in the UK. The group won the Technology4Good Community Impact Award for 2012 

for its work in using peer support to help people re-learn digital skills after a stroke. 

The supporters are peers because they are stroke survivors themselves. They do not, 

however, have any specific training in teaching digital skills, counselling or providing 

emotional support. The peer support relationships that are developed through 

DigiPlace4All are of this restricted type. 

A peer support relationship is usually seen as one of equality. According to the 

Centre for Welfare Reform, “the defining feature of Peer Support is that it refers to 

relationships and interactions between people who are peers and who are equal in 
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