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Abstract
Children with disabilities, especially those from the Global North, often figure into 
public discourse as beneficiaries of the “digital revolution.” However, if children’s voices 
and experiences are generally under-considered in digital policy and rights debates, this 
is even more likely when it comes to disability. Against this background, this article 
looks at the global rights of children with disabilities in the digital age. We consider the 
state of digital inclusion and exclusion, as well as the intersection between children’s 
rights and disability rights. Moving forward, we suggest ways to reconceptualize digital 
and related rights inclusive of all children.
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Introduction

Individuals with disabilities make up 15% of the global population, approximately 1 bil-
lion people.1 There are an estimated 93–150 million children with disabilities globally, of 
which nearly 80% live in the Global South (Global Initiative for Inclusive Information 
and Communication Technologies [G3ICT], 2014; World Health Organization [WHO], 
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2011). Children with disabilities face challenges similar to others their age, including 
access to employment, education, and healthcare services, as well as opportunities to 
leverage media for societal participation. They are impacted, though, in vastly more 
complex ways. These dynamics differ across types of disabilities, including visual, hear-
ing, speech, and mobility impairments, as well as psychosocial and intellectual disabili-
ties. Barriers to their inclusion may be compounded by intersections with class, caste, 
race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, culture, religion, and geography.

The lives of children with disabilities, and their claims to human rights (Erni, 2011; 
Third, 2015), unfold across intertwined digital and physical domains. This poses two initial 
challenges for rights fulfillment. First, while technologies, especially digital ones, are essen-
tial for many people with disabilities to gain key literacies and fully participate in their socie-
ties, they remain out of reach for most. Although two-thirds of the world’s nearly 3 billion 
Internet users are from the “developing world” (International Telecommunications Union 
[ITU], 2015), it is estimated that only 5–15% of children and adults in Global South coun-
tries who require assistive technologies for societal participation have basic access to them, 
let alone the resources to support those practices (WHO, 2010). Despite these patterns, peo-
ple with disabilities, but especially children from developed countries, typically figure into 
public discourse as exemplary beneficiaries of the “digital revolution” (Alper, 2014).

Second, we know very little about digital citizenship (Mossberger et al., 2007)—
encompassing critical thinking, ethical discussion, and decision-making—for children 
with disabilities, and even less about what the conditions for such citizenship look like 
(Goggin, in press). Children are a generally marginalized group compared to adults, who 
assume the role of universal actors in rights discourses within academia and policy mak-
ing (Pugh, 2014). If children’s voices and experiences are minimally considered in rights 
debates in the digital age, there is even less attention when it comes to children with dis-
abilities and their use of media for digital and cultural citizenship (Mallett and Runswick-
Cole, 2014; Third et al., 2014).

In response to these challenges, this article focuses on the global rights of children 
with disabilities in the digital age, and the stakes of maintaining the status quo. We con-
sider children and individuals with disabilities as overlapping categories—not least 
because of the rights conceptualized and set down in both the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (UN CRC; United Nations [UN], 1989) and the UN Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD; UN, 2006).

In 1989, the UN CRC became the first human rights treaty to include a dedicated 
article referring to the rights of persons with disabilities (Article 23). The non-discrimi-
nation provision of the UN CRC (Article 2) also included children with disabilities. 
Despite these pioneering steps, the “rights of the disabled child are given only limited 
recognition” in the UN CRC because it “adopts a model of disability, where the emphasis 
is on non-discrimination, rather than inclusion” (Freeman, 2000: 282). Article 23 was 
drafted with a “focus on the special needs of children with disabilities,” rather than 
removing the “barriers impeding the realization of rights” (Lansdown, 2014: 98).

Adopted in December 2006, the UN CRPD explicitly acknowledges and expands on 
the UN CRC “by articulating a comprehensive catalog of human rights obligations within 
the circumstances of a particular group, here, people with disabilities” (Stein and Lord, 
2009: 24). The initial draft text of the UN CRPD included a specific article on children 
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with disabilities, modeled on UN CRC Article 23; however, it became evident that this 
would not offer sufficient protection. Accordingly, amendments were proposed to

… ensure that children with disabilities enjoy all rights and freedoms on an equal basis with 
other children … [and] to reaffirm the general principles of the CRC and ensure that these 
principles were recognized as applying to the implementation of other rights in the CRPD. 
(Lansdown, 2014: 99)

Many government delegations resisted the inclusion of children in the UN CRPD 
over the concern that including them would set a precedent for other groups and poten-
tially undermine the convention (Lansdown, 2014). Ultimately, non-governmental 
organization (NGO) lobbying managed to achieve both a standalone article on children 
with disabilities (Article 7), the mainstreaming of children’s rights via specific amend-
ments (Schulze, 2010), and the inclusion of a number of child-specific issues such as 
birth registration, the right of children to family life rather than placement in institutions, 
and the right to play (Lansdown, 2014).

As this brief discussion highlights, there are important differences between the UN 
CRC and UN CRPD. The UN CRC puts the rights of the child on the agenda with a pio-
neering article on children with disability. However, its focus is constrained by a non-
discrimination perspective instead of an inclusive one. By contrast, the UN CRPD takes 
a broader perspective on equality and justice. Yet, it took a considerable struggle to 
ensure that specific issues in the lives of children, and the challenges in heeding their 
voices and resourcing their rights, were incorporated in the UN CRPD.

Against this backdrop, the next section outlines how normative frameworks funda-
mentally shape legal and policy agendas on children’s digital rights regarding the 
Internet, mobile media, and associated technologies. Following this, we explore the state 
of digital inclusion and exclusion when it comes to children with various disabilities, 
especially in the Global South. We then look at the intersection between children’s rights 
and disability rights, and their relevance to the digital age. How might the new kinds of 
digital-related rights enunciated in the UN CRPD (Goggin, 2015) offer a powerful cross-
fertilization with children’s rights in the UN CRC? Last, we conclude by suggesting 
ways to reconceptualize rights in the digital age inclusive of all children.

Normative frameworks

As we proceed, we draw attention to tensions between universal rights and the specific 
digital and social contexts that shape the lives of all children, and especially those living 
with a disability. There is no universality to the “average” child, the “normal” person, or 
“ordinary” uses of new technologies. This poses a significant obstacle to broad imple-
mentation of policy and legal frameworks.

Childhood

The emerging literature on the cultural underpinnings of disability and society shows the 
importance of childhood as a repository for ideologies of disability. Dominant models of 
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childhood tend to be chronological and constructed in relation to adults. In the UN CRC, 
for instance, a child is defined as “every human being below the age of eighteen years 
unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier” (Article 1). The 
question of when “majority” is attained raises the issue that childhood does not solely 
turn on age but depends on contextual factors such as criminal responsibility, contractual 
agreement, and consent.

Children’s growth is also often conceptualized in Piagetian stages of development, 
whereby children with disabilities, as “atypically developing,” do not necessarily follow 
the same linear trajectories as those who are “typically developing.” Researchers, includ-
ing disability scholars, have critiqued these models as infantilizing children with disabil-
ities as they become older (Goodley, 2014). As yet, there are few systematic studies of 
disabled childhoods (Curran and Runswick-Cole, 2013). Critical work on disability has 
much to add to research on childhood, especially its communicative and digitally medi-
ated dimensions (Alper, 2014, 2017).

Disability

At this point, it is helpful to establish what we mean by children with disabilities, and 
how disability might be understood. Article 1 of the UN CRPD (2006) defines “children 
with disabilities” as those up to the age of 18 who have “long-term physical, mental, 
intellectual, or sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers may hin-
der their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others.” The UN 
CRPD takes a social model approach to disability, which considers individuals with dis-
abilities disempowered not by the biological fact of their disability, but by the interac-
tions between their daily existence and a world largely hostile and inaccessible to them.

The social model responds to a dominant medical model, which defines disability in 
terms of individual lack or biological deficiency.2 The medical model is flawed in a num-
ber of respects, including its influence on the disproportionate investment of research 
funding into attempts to “cure” individuals with disabilities and its framing of disability 
as a “problem” and people with disabilities as vulnerable objects of pity (Davis, 2002). 
Vulnerability is an especially fraught term because it is often ascribed to people with dis-
abilities in a negative and patronizing way. In response, disability scholars have critiqued 
and reappropriated vulnerability to highlight its applicability to everyone, while drawing 
attention to how vulnerability is pivotal to intimate social relations (Kim, 2014).

Consequently, there is a considerable challenge in gaining recognition of the capaci-
ties of children with disabilities for independent decision-making when their emerging 
autonomy is regularly undermined (Lansdown, 2014). In the United States, for instance, 
we see the prominent media trope of the “disabled child” as a “sweet innocent” (Norden, 
1994). This theme draws on longstanding cultural representations such as Charles 
Dickens’ character Tiny Tim, whose harmlessness requires additional protection in the 
much-loved novel A Christmas Carol (Holmes, 2009). On the one hand, children with 
disabilities remain idealized, especially in charitable discourses (Fulcher, 1989). On the 
other, they are often constructed as a problem due to their assumed vulnerability, lack of 
ability, or high cost of care.
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Digital technology

Scholars of children and digital media have similarly found it frustrating to redirect the 
research and policy gaze from oversimplified dueling discourses: the protection of 
innocent children from online risks and danger, or the utopian possibilities of technol-
ogy for “digital natives.” For example, as Livingstone and Bulger (2014) noted, “efforts 
to implement the CRC in terms of provision and participation are often sidelined by the 
urgency that the protection agenda attracts” (p. 321). Meanwhile, governmental assump-
tions about information and communication technology (ICT) often assume a “compe-
tent and responsible ‘user’ for whom providing access will suffice” (Livingstone and 
Bulger, 2014: 317).

In relation to children with disabilities, the task of scholars is harder still. Digital 
technologies offer children with disabilities tools and platforms for belonging and 
cultural exchange hitherto denied. Yet children with disabilities, like adults with dis-
abilities, typically face various societal and cultural barriers to participation that bear 
on their rights (Ellcessor, 2016). When it comes to communication, we find system-
atic inaccessibility across digital media (Ellis and Goggin, 2015; Ellis and Kent, 
2011). This is not simply an issue of addressing accessibility in a narrow sense. 
Rather, the ecosystems, economies, platforms, formats, and the very nature of com-
munication are often entwined in the social shaping of disability and digital media 
(Alper, 2017; Ellcessor, 2016; Goggin and Newell, 2003). There is a radical character 
to the socio-technical constitution of digital technology that disability entails, so the 
perspective of children with disabilities appropriating, engaging with, and reconfigur-
ing the Internet, social media, and other facets of media and communication is espe-
cially rich.

Being incapable of participating fully in everyday life is one of the most common 
stereotypes of people with disabilities (Haller, 2010). Ideas of citizenship, to take one 
important area of digital participation, have often been hostile to or constructed in oppo-
sition to impairment and disability (Simplican, 2015). A narrow, citizenship-based 
approach to disability activism can reinforce a system that creates the normative subject 
as non-disabled (as well as White and male), instead of imagining a different kind of 
society that values and appreciates disabled bodies and minds (Kafer, 2013). In response, 
some scholars draw on disability to inform new notions of citizenship altogether (see, for 
example, Beckett, 2006).

There is little scholarship on how children with disabilities experience and construct 
their own cultural citizenship in relation to dominant ableist ones (Borsay and Dale, 
2012), especially in light of their experiences with digital technologies, further reinforc-
ing the “democratic disconnect” (Collins, 2015). Disability, however, has the potential to 
reorient normative emphases in children’s rights discourse to be more child-centric for 
all, not just those with disabilities. This includes rethinking the taken-for-granted con-
cepts of normalcy, ability, and vulnerability that govern discussions of balancing risk and 
opportunity online, and opportunities to develop resiliency. Such consideration of par-
ticipation and citizenship points to the crucial need to engage with disability cultures 
(Erni, 2011).
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Digital inclusion and exclusion

Beliefs and conceptions vary across societies about childhood, disability, and digital 
media. These cultural dynamics assume greater significance when we take a genuinely 
global perspective. In light of normative frameworks, there are some key intersections of 
inclusion and exclusion across digital and physical spaces that pertain to the rights of 
children with disabilities. As articulated by Livingstone and Bulger (2014), a major 
agenda item for children’s rights and its research is doing justice to the full international 
picture, especially childhood in the Global South.

The political economy between the Global North and South invites a rethinking of 
disability, childhood, labor, and the relationships among them. Tensions emerge, for 
example, between the individual rights of those with disabilities and the collective values 
of belonging and caring that differ across cultural contexts. This is particularly the case 
in the Global South, where individual rights of children, who may labor in conditions 
that put them at risk of impairment, are innately tied to obligations for promoting family 
and community survival (Chopra, 2015; Soldatic and Meekosha, 2014). The legacies of 
colonialism in today’s global territories shape the politics of disability, giving rise “to 
material conditions of life such as extreme poverty and male violence that contribute to 
impairment” (Chouinard, 2014: 340).

Global media policy and scholarship are only belatedly grappling with the recognition 
that specific, oppressive social relations of disability intimately and powerfully sup-
ported colonialism. These inequalities can also be traced through the digital media 
research agenda. There is little work in Anglophone literature on digital technologies 
outside of Global North countries. Such “internationalizing” work is imperative, given 
the vast, diverse, and mobile diffusion of the Internet (Donner, 2015; Ling and Horst, 
2011). There is scant research on disability and digital technology in the Global South 
(Pal, 2015), let alone when it comes to children with disabilities.

In saying this, we acknowledge the significant, longstanding work on technology and 
disability conducted internationally by a range of actors including ICT and mobiles for 
development, assistive technology, and digital and web accessibility communities. The 
UN-initiated Global Initiative for Inclusive Information and Communication Technologies 
(G3ICT) delivers the best global picture on disability and digital technology. From a 
rights perspective, though, there is no full length systematic study, let alone the kind of 
internationally comprehensive research literature that would provide an evidence base to 
underpin conceptualization and implementation of digital rights for children with disabili-
ties into the future.

In lieu of baseline measures, there are various issues suggested in available research 
on digital inclusion and exclusion. The first concerns social practices with media. 
Bearing in mind the population in the Global South, it is important to consider radio 
programs and local newspapers (increasingly hybridized with digital media) as impor-
tant communication technologies for the social participation of children with disabilities 
and the development of traditional and information literacies (United Nations Children’s 
Fund [UNICEF], 2013). When it comes to interpersonal communication, we also note 
the importance for digital media in fostering friendships for children with disabilities 
(Third and Richardson, 2009).
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Another notable emerging area revolves around mobility, and the interplay between 
two senses of mobilities. First, mobility in a broad sense crosses many domains of life 
for individuals with disabilities (Imrie, 2000). Take, for example, barriers to disabled 
children’s migration rights. Such rights are clearly accounted for in the UN CRPD (nota-
bly in Article 18, on liberty of movement and nationality), yet many countries will not 
permit migration of children who have complex disabilities perceived to place a costly 
burden on healthcare and welfare systems (Soldatic and Meekosha, 2014).

Second, these various senses of mobility intersect with the communicative mobilities 
of children with disabilities (Alper, 2017). The fraught dialectic of immobility and mobil-
ity has implications for communication rights (Pillay, 2013), as digital media underpins 
people’s capacities to negotiate migration (Madianou and Miller, 2012). We know very 
little about how children with disabilities use technologies to cope with the experience of 
becoming refugees and migrants, or live as part of diasporic or globally dispersed fami-
lies or communities.

There is much more to be elaborated on concerning inclusion and exclusion, espe-
cially social and mobile media practices, but hopefully this brief examination provides a 
concrete sense of important dynamics that shape a systematic integration of approaches 
to children’s rights and disability rights.

Children’s rights and disability rights

Various scholars, policy makers, and activists have been working to reformulate chil-
dren’s rights for the digital age, as evidenced by this groundbreaking special issue of 
New Media & Society. Livingstone and Bulger (2014: 320) noted that while the UN 
CRC was “formulated in the pre-digital age,” it was extended to cover children’s media 
use with the 2009 Oslo challenge, and still affords a powerful platform for understand-
ing, construing, and implementing children’s rights in contemporary digital environ-
ments. By contrast, the UN CRPD could be said to be “born digital.” Many of its 
provisions relate to and specify digital technologies as key aspects of realizing the 
rights of people with disabilities. In particular, it can be argued that the UN CRPD 
advances the conceptualization of communication and media rights for people with 
disabilities, and in doing so, prompts us to rethink communication and media rights in 
general (Goggin, 2015). It should be noted that there are also important aspects of the 
disability experience that the UN CRPD does not encompass, such as public attitudes 
toward disability (Kanter, 2015).

Despite these imperfections, a foundational and practical step for tackling children 
and disability rights, especially in the digital age, is to combine and integrate the UN 
CRC and UN CRPD (see, for example, Willem, 2012). We are not aware that this has 
been done in relation to media and communication rights, and it lies outside our scope 
here. As a heuristic exercise, though, we identify overlapping themes in selected articles 
of the UN CRC and UN CRPD with relevance to disabled children’s rights and digital 
media, drawing on the criteria of rights protection, provision, and participation outlined 
by Livingstone and O’Neill (2014). Below, we review four key thematic overlaps: medi-
ated sexual health; online safety, security, and privacy; education and technology; and 
decision-making in digital policy.
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Mediated sexual health

Rights pertaining to sex and sexual health are featured in both the UN CRC and UN 
CRPD. The UN CRC offers protection against all forms of abuse and neglect (Article 
19), including sexual exploitation and sexual abuse (Article 34), and other forms of 
exploitation prejudicial to a child’s welfare (Article 36). The UN CRPD includes articles 
on freedom from exploitation, violence, and abuse within and outside the home (Article 
16), and rights to age-appropriate reproductive and family planning education for people 
with disabilities (Article 23).

While countries and cultures differ widely in their approaches to sex, it is generally 
agreed that digital media play an increasingly important role in sexual development 
among children, teenagers, and young adults (Saleh et al., 2014). Children with disabili-
ties are generally perceived as more vulnerable to sexual risk, but they have the right to 
develop their own capacity for expressions of love and sexuality (Elman, 2014).

As with all young people, children with disabilities also have a right to protection 
from sexual abuse and exploitation. They are three to four times more likely to experi-
ence physical and sexual violence and neglect than children without disabilities, and girls 
with intellectual or developmental disabilities are at particularly high risk of cyber solici-
tation (Normand and Sallafranque-St-Louis, 2015). There needs to be better ways for 
children with disabilities to report online abuse without putting themselves in greater 
danger, and to better access health services, including accessible information about sex-
ual health that additionally accounts for differences in gender and sexuality among those 
with disabilities (Curtiss and Ebata, 2016).

Online safety, security, and privacy

Another way in which the digital intersects with the conventions is the online safety, 
security, and privacy of children with disabilities. The UN CRC makes explicit and 
implicit mention of rights related to privacy and identity, such as protection from mate-
rial injury to well-being (Article 17e), interference or attacks on privacy and reputation 
(Article 16), and the right to identity preservation (Article 8). Similarly, the UN CRPD 
maintains protection of the privacy of people with disabilities on an equal basis with oth-
ers (Article 22). Yet disability is not often factored into efforts to construct safe domains 
for children. “Child-friendly spaces,” including playgrounds and online communities, 
are not particularly welcoming for children with disabilities or built with their physical, 
developmental, intellectual, socio-emotional, and sensory needs in mind.

Bullying is an acutely pressing concern. While young people with Asperger’s syn-
drome are commonly depicted in the popular press as Internet victimizers, children and 
adolescents with disabilities report higher levels of cyber victimization than those with-
out disabilities (Didden et al., 2009), which is consistent with research on traditional 
bullying (Chatzitheochari et al., 2015; Department of Health & Human Services 
[DHHS], 2016). Reading social cues and social interaction can be challenging for any-
one who participates in social networking sites, and this is especially true for children 
with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and those on the autism spectrum. 
There needs to be greater attention paid to how cyber victimization differs among 
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children with disabilities by gender, how safety norms evolve in the online communities 
and virtual worlds these children frequent, and how laws protecting people with disabil-
ities from harassment and victimization can better reflect their continual and active 
negotiation of safety in dynamic social spaces (Heiman and Olenik-Shemesh, 2015; 
Ringland et al., 2015).

Greater monitoring and surveillance of disabled children’s social interactions with 
their peers and family members is not the solution either. The privacy risks of data col-
lection, location tracking, and cloud computing are rapidly evolving. Wearable technolo-
gies such as Google Glass, for instance, with the capability to track the location of autistic 
children with a propensity to wander, provide real-time assistance, monitor moods, and 
can potentially prevent unforeseen harm. Yet, the institutions charged with overseeing 
the public and semi-public information collected by these systems are themselves subject 
to little regulatory supervision or training in effective digital data management (Kirkham 
and Greenhalgh, 2015).

Education and technology

The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights includes the right to education, which 
is greatly expanded in relation to disability in the UN CRPD and children in the UN 
CRC. The conventions offer provisions to support recreation and leisure that are acces-
sible (Article 30, UN CRPD) and age-appropriate (Article 31, UN CRC), and an educa-
tion that will support the development of full potential in a free society (Article 28, UN 
CRC; Article 24, UN CRPD). The UN CRPD also details that such recreation and leisure 
incorporate access to cultural materials, television, and film (Article 30), opening a door 
for digital accessibility to be understood as an imperative.

Contemporary barriers to learning, and to the use of media and technology in instruc-
tion, exist at all levels for disabled children from primary school through undergraduate 
and graduate studies. Only 10% of all children with disabilities globally are in school, 
and only half who begin end up completing their primary education (United Nations 
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2007, 2014). In higher 
education, the disparity in STEM (science, technology, engineering and math) majors is 
particularly pronounced for students with disabilities, which impacts their employment 
opportunity in these economically lucrative fields (Moon et al., 2012).

Technology does not easily solve these problems in education and, in fact, begets new 
challenges for literacy, collaboration, and cognition. For example, while MOOCs 
(Massive Open Online Courses) and e-books can offer more customized experiences for 
a wider range of learners, advocates for deaf and blind students in the United States have 
filed various lawsuits against universities receiving federal funding for violating the 
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 
1973. Violations can occur when universities fail to provide closed captioning along with 
online lecture materials and deploy reading technologies with deeply flawed text-to-
speech capabilities (Blanck, 2014). Efforts to uphold education rights and deliver educa-
tional technology for children with disabilities, as well as tools that support a diversity of 
learning styles and individual needs, must take into account relevant languages, difficul-
ties of access, and conditions of disadvantage.



10 new media & society 

Decision-making in digital policy

Genuine meaningful participation has been tough to make an enduring reality in digital 
policy-making (Goggin, 2015). The UN CRC calls for considering children’s best inter-
ests in actions regarding them (Article 3), and both the UN CRC and UN CRPD make 
mention of the rights of children and people with disabilities, respectively, to be con-
sulted and actively engaged in decision-making processes about policies and programs 
that directly concern them (Article 12, UN CRC; Clause o., Preamble, UN CRPD).

In recent years, youth and digital media scholars have posed new dimensions of cul-
tural participation necessary to extend to children (Jenkins et al., 2015). Adding partici-
pation for children with disabilities into the mix opens up exciting new vistas, but also 
requires significant transformation (Navarro, 2014). This includes consulting them on 
matters of education, research, and ICT governance that shape their rights. A threshold 
concern is that if we consider new kinds of publics and architectures for communication 
(Papacharissi, 2014), there are important issues of free speech in democratic forums, 
notably the accessibility and affordances of social media spaces for public debates in 
which young people engage.

Globally, disability activists have been challenging government, corporations, and 
others involved in digital technology for at least 30 years to tackle policy inaccessibility 
for people with disabilities (Blanck, 2014; Goggin and Newell, 2003). Different govern-
ments and agencies have developed good practice around accessible formats or making 
regulatory hearings and inquiries accessible to people with disabilities. There is a long 
way to go on disability in general, not least because advocacy and lobby groups, and 
specialist research and policy organizations on disability, are under-resourced. General 
advocacy and consumer groups also often lack an understanding or include people with 
disabilities, let alone children with disabilities.

Conclusion

There is tremendous potential to advance the rights of children with disabilities at the 
intersection of the UN CRC and UN CRPD, two milestones in the history of human 
rights. The UN CRC was conceived and adopted at the cusp of the mass Internet, and the 
UN CRPD came later amid a deeper field of digital technology across most domains of 
global societies. With the UN CRPD, the rights of people with disabilities to information, 
communication, and media were given recognition in exciting new ways; this includes 
children with disabilities, but the implications remain to be thought out and secured. 
Thus, these entwined international treaties provide a useful platform for dealing with the 
profound challenges children with disabilities face in gaining visibility and rights.

When it comes to the now essential area of digital media and technology, the rights of 
children with disabilities are thoroughly overlooked, despite the fact that their concerns 
are deeply tied to structural issues of racism, colonialism, misogyny, and xenophobia. 
These interconnected systems of privilege and oppression require an intersectional 
approach and recognition of the different differences that any one child represents (Alper 
et al., 2016). It could be said that the child living with a disability is always already inter-
sectional, especially in the rich, yet often problematic, relationship with the digital.
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In this article, we have argued for the need to reconceptualize the rights of children 
with disabilities by building on the important advances of children’s rights scholarship 
and initiatives in digital policy. The first requirement for how this could, and should, be 
extended is to understand how disability is experienced and conceptualized. This compli-
cates and enriches what we know and assume about the nature of media, its uses, and 
application to human rights. To speak of children with disabilities in any meaningful way 
is to further question normative assumptions about who consumes, critiques, circulates, 
and creates media. The second requirement is to bring together rights frameworks belong-
ing to children’s rights and disability rights, respectively. Here, too, disability rights have 
much to contribute to discussions and activation of children’s rights, and vice versa.

The UN CRC and UN CRPD each embody important policy approaches, research, 
and measures, but these are not as yet brought together effectively. With this fruitful 
intersection in mind, some elements of a global agenda for the rights of children living 
with disability in the digital age include the following:

•• Greater need for baseline data on the digital media uses and practices of children 
with disabilities, and inclusion in studies and data collection on digital media use 
among children.

•• Acknowledgment that digital media can make life easier and more pleasurable but 
can also introduce new inaccessible spaces for children with disabilities.

•• Potential risks that a focus on rights in the digital domain reinforces the able-
bodied child as the norm, and the importance of creating spaces and opportunities 
where children with disabilities can be heard.

•• Need to balance rights to protection with rights of children with disabilities to 
exercise appropriate levels of agency, autonomy, and control.

•• Research that takes account of children’s concerns as well as adults, addressing 
the complex issues of how to conceive and undertake participatory research.

•• Framing and designing research methods (such as online surveys and face-to-face 
interviews) for accessibility and participation, allowing for multiple communica-
tion methods.

•• Guarantees that consultation, governance, and participation in policy and design 
are “friendly” to children with disabilities, and adopt best practices from both 
children’s media policy and from the disability field.

•• Expansion of public programs addressing the digital and social rights of children 
with disabilities (including digital citizenship and information literacy initiatives), 
promoting their systematic evaluation and discussion of effectiveness.

In conclusion, children with disabilities have found it difficult to realize their rights in 
the digital age, as have their societies. There has been a growing sense of the need to 
carefully consider and weigh real issues of vulnerability, support, and safety against the 
long overdue rights of children that might flourish with digital cultures and technologies. 
This remains greatly contested, but also needs to be extended to include children with 
disabilities as a heterogeneous population. As these efforts proceed, we are mindful that 
our moves and others’ moves to advance their rights should be cognizant and grounded 
in the social worlds in which disability and people with disabilities arise and live.
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Notes

1. Throughout this article, we tend to use the term “people” (or “children” or “youth”) with dis-
abilities. Preference and usage in relation to disability terminology varies across the world 
(see, for instance, Grue, 2015); above all, everyone should be called and named in their pre-
ferred form.

2. Alternative conceptions of disability include the biopsychosocial model, which examines the 
impact of biological, emotional, and environmental factors on health, well-being, and societal 
participation (Engel, 1977), and the political/relational model of disability, which interrogates 
the politics of disablement and collective action through the lens of feminist and queer studies 
(Kafer, 2013).

References

Alper M (2014) Digital Youth with Disabilities. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Alper M (2017) Giving Voice: Mobile Communication, Disability, and Inequality. Cambridge, 

MA: MIT Press.
Alper M, Katz VS and Clark LS (2016) Researching children, intersectionality, and diversity in the 

digital age. Journal of Children and Media 10(1): 107–114.
Beckett AE (2006) Citizenship and Vulnerability: Disability and Issues of Social Engagement. 

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Blanck P (2014) eQuality: The Struggle for Web Accessibility by Persons with Cognitive 

Disabilities. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Borsay A and Dale P (eds) (2012) Disabled Children: Contested Caring, 1850–1979. London: 

Pickering & Chatto.
Chatzitheochari S, Parsons S and Platt L (2015) Doubly disadvantaged? Bullying experiences 

among disabled children and young people in England. Sociology. Available at: http://soc.
sagepub.com/content/early/2015/04/28/0038038515574813.abstract

Chopra G (2015) Child Rights in India: Challenges and Social Action. New Delhi, India: Springer.
Chouinard V (2014) Precarious lives in the Global South: on being disabled in Guyana. Antipode 

46(2): 340–358.
Collins P (2015) Young Citizens and Political Participation in a Digital Society. Basingstoke: 

Palgrave Macmillan.
Curran T and Runswick-Cole K (eds) (2013) Disabled Children’s Childhood Studies: Critical 

Approaches in a Global Context. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Curtiss SL and Ebata AT (2016) Building capacity to deliver sex education to individuals with 

autism. Sexuality and Disability 34(1): 27–47.
Davis LJ (2002) Bending over Backwards: Essays on Disability and the Body. New York: New 

York University Press.
Department of Health & Human Services (DHHS) (2016) Bullying and youth with disabilities 

and special health needs. Available at: www.stopbullying.gov/at-risk/groups/special-needs/
index.html

Didden R, Scholte RH, Korzilius H, et al. (2009) Cyber bullying among students with intellectual 
and developmental disability in special education settings. Developmental Neurorehabilitation 
12: 146–151.

http://soc.sagepub.com/content/early/2015/04/28/0038038515574813.abstract
http://soc.sagepub.com/content/early/2015/04/28/0038038515574813.abstract
www.stopbullying.gov/at-risk/groups/special-needs/index.html
www.stopbullying.gov/at-risk/groups/special-needs/index.html


Alper and Goggin 13

Donner J (2015) After Access: Inclusion, Development, and a More Mobile Internet. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press.

Ellcessor E (2016) Restricted Access: Media, Disability, and the Politics of Participation. New 
York: New York University Press.

Ellis K and Goggin G (2015) Disability and the Media. London: Palgrave Macmillan.
Ellis K and Kent M (2011) Disability and New Media. New York: Routledge.
Elman JP (2014) Chronic Youth: Disability, Sexuality, and US Media Cultures of Rehabilitation. 

New York: New York University Press.
Engel GL (1977) The need for a new medical model: a challenge for biomedicine. Science 196: 

129–136.
Erni J (ed.) (2011) Cultural Studies of Rights: Critical Articulations. New York; London: 

Routledge.
Freeman M (2000) The future of children’s rights. Children & Society 14: 277–293.
Fulcher G (1989) Disabling Policies? A Comparative Approach to Education, Policy, and 

Disability. London; New York: Falmer Press.
Global Initiative for Inclusive Information and Communication Technologies (G3ICT) (2014) 

CRPD 2013 ICT accessibility progress report. Washington, DC: G3ICT. Available at: http://
g3ict.org/resource_center/publications_and_reports/p/productCategory_whitepapers/sub-
Cat_0/id_316

Goggin G (2015) Communication rights and disability online: policy and technology after the 
World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS). Information, Communication & Society 
18(3): 327–341.

Goggin G (2016) Reimagining digital citizenship via disability. In: McCosker A, Vivienne S and 
Johns A (eds) Negotiating Digital Citizenship: Control, Contest, Culture. Lanham, MD: 
Rowman & Littlefield, pp. 61–80.

Goggin G and Newell C (2003) Digital Disability: The Social Construction of Disability in New 
Media. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

Goodley D (2014) Dis/ability Studies: Theorising Disablism and Ableism. London; New York: 
Routledge.

Grue J (2015) Disability and Discourse Analysis. Farnham; Burlington, VT: Ashgate.
Haller BA (2010) Representing Disability in an Ableist World: Essays on Mass Media. Louisville, 

KY: Advocado Press.
Heiman T and Olenik-Shemesh D (2015) Cyberbullying experience and gender differences among 

adolescents in different educational settings. Journal of Learning Disabilities 48(2): 146–155.
Holmes MS (2009) Fictions of Affliction: Physical Disability in Victorian Culture. Ann Arbor, MI: 

University of Michigan Press.
Imrie R (2000) Disability and discourses of mobility and movement. Environment and Planning 

A 32(9): 1641–1656.
International Telecommunications Union (ITU) (2015) ICT Facts & Figures: The World in 

2015. Geneva: ITU. Available at: www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/facts/
ICTFactsFigures2015.pdf

Jenkins H, Ito M and boyd d (2015) Participatory Culture in a Networked Era: A Conversation on 
Youth, Learning, Commerce, and Politics. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Kafer A (2013) Feminist, Crip, Queer. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.
Kanter AS (2015) The Development of Disability Rights under International Law: From Charity 

to Human Rights. London; New York: Routledge.
Kim E (2014) The specter of vulnerability and disabled bodies in protest. In: Gill M and Schlund-

Vials CJ (eds) Disability, Human Rights, and the Limits of Humanitarianism. Aldershot: 
Ashgate, pp. 137–154.

http://g3ict.org/resource_center/publications_and_reports/p/productCategory_whitepapers/subCat_0/id_316
http://g3ict.org/resource_center/publications_and_reports/p/productCategory_whitepapers/subCat_0/id_316
http://g3ict.org/resource_center/publications_and_reports/p/productCategory_whitepapers/subCat_0/id_316
www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/facts/ICTFactsFigures2015.pdf
www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/facts/ICTFactsFigures2015.pdf


14 new media & society 

Kirkham R and Greenhalgh C (2015) Social access vs privacy in wearable computing: a case study 
of autism. Pervasive Computing 14(1): 26–33.

Lansdown G (2014) Children with disabilities. In: Sabatello M and Schulze M (eds) Human Rights 
and Disability Advocacy. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, pp. 97–112.

Ling R and Horst H (2011) Mobile communication in the Global South. New Media & Society 
13(3): 363–374.

Livingstone S and Bulger M (2014) A global research agenda for children’s rights in the digital 
age. Journal of Children and Media 8(4): 317–335.

Livingstone S and O’Neill B (2014) Children’s rights online: challenges, dilemmas and emerg-
ing directions. In: Van Der Hof S, Van Den Berg B and Schermer B (eds) Minding Minors 
Wandering the Web: Regulating Online Child Safety. Berlin: Springer, pp. 19–38.

Madianou M and Miller D (2012) Migration and New Media: Transnational Families and 
Polymedia. London; New York: Routledge.

Mallett R and Runswick-Cole K (2014) Approaching Disability: Critical Issues and Perspectives. 
New York: Routledge.

Moon NW, Todd RL, Morton DL, et al. (2012) Accommodating Students with Disabilities in 
Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM): findings from Research and 
Practice for Middle Grades through University Education. Atlanta, GA: Center for Assistive 
Technology and Environmental Access, Georgia Institute of Technology. Available at: www.
catea.gatech.edu/scitrain/accommodating.pdf

Mossberger K, Tolbert CJ and McNeal RS (2007) Digital Citizenship: The Internet, Society, and 
Participation. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Navarro SN (2014) Strengthening participation rights of children and young people with disa-
bilities in Europe. International Law Research 3(1). Available at: www.ccsenet.org/journal/
html/ilr/articles/40443.html

Norden M (1994) The Cinema of Isolation: A History of Physical Disability in the Movies. New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Normand CL and Sallafranque-St-Louis F (2015) Cybervictimization of young people with an 
intellectual or developmental disability: risks specific to sexual solicitation. Journal of 
Applied Research in Intellectual Disabilities 29(2): 99–110.

Pal J (2015) Access technologies and accessibility for inclusion. In: Mansell R and Ang P (eds) 
The International Encyclopedia of Digital Communication and Society. New York: Wiley, 
pp. 1–7.

Papacharissi Z (2014) Affective Publics: Sentiment, Technology, and Politics. New York: Oxford 
University Press.

Pillay M (2013) Can the subaltern speak? Visibility of international migrants with communica-
tion and swallowing disabilities in the World Report on Disability. International Journal of 
Speech-Language Pathology 15(1): 79–83.

Pugh A (2014) The theoretical costs of ignoring childhood: rethinking independence, insecurity, 
and inequality. Theory and Society 43: 71–89.

Ringland KE, Wolf CT, Dombrowski L, et al. (2015) Making “safe”: community-centered prac-
tices in a virtual world dedicated to children with autism. In: Proceedings of the 2015 ACM 
international conference on Computer Supported Collaborative Work (CSCW). New York: 
ACM.

Saleh F, Grudzinskas A and Judge A (eds) (2014) Adolescent Sexual Behaviour in the Digital Age. 
New York: Oxford University Press.

Schulze M (2010) Understanding the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. 
New York: Handicap International. Available at: http://iddcconsortium.net/sites/default/files/
resources-tools/files/hi_crpd_manual_sept2009_final.pdf

www.catea.gatech.edu/scitrain/accommodating.pdf
www.catea.gatech.edu/scitrain/accommodating.pdf
www.ccsenet.org/journal/html/ilr/articles/40443.html
www.ccsenet.org/journal/html/ilr/articles/40443.html
http://iddcconsortium.net/sites/default/files/resources-tools/files/hi_crpd_manual_sept2009_final.pdf
http://iddcconsortium.net/sites/default/files/resources-tools/files/hi_crpd_manual_sept2009_final.pdf


Alper and Goggin 15

Simplican SC (2015) The Capacity Contract: Intellectual Disability and the Question of 
Citizenship. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.

Soldatic K and Meekosha H (eds) (2014) The Global Politics of Impairment and Disability: 
Processes and Embodiments. London; New York: Routledge.

Stein MA and Lord JE (2009) Future prospects for the United Nations convention on the rights of 
persons with disabilities. In: Arnardóttir AM and Quinn G (eds) The UN Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Leiden; Boston, MA: Martinus Nijhoff, pp. 17–40.

Third A (2015) Children’s rights in the digital age: thinking human rights beyond citizenship and 
the nation-state. Paper presented at the Asian Conference on Cultural Studies, Sydney, NSW, 
Australia, 28–31 May.

Third A and Richardson I (2009) Analysing the impacts of social networking for young people 
living with chronic illness, a serious condition or a disability: an evaluation of the livewire 
online community. Murdoch University, Centre for Everyday Life, Perth, WA, Australia.

Third A, Bellerose D, Dawkins U, et al. (2014) Children’s Rights in the Digital Age: A Download 
from Children around the World. Melbourne, VIC, Australia: Young and Well Cooperative 
Research Centre and UNICEF. Available at: www.unicef.org/publications/files/Childrens_
Rights_in_the_Digital_Age_A_Download_from_Children_Around_the_World_FINAL.pdf

United Nations (UN) (1989) Convention on the Rights of the Child. Geneva: Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. Available at: www.ohchr.org/en/profession-
alinterest/pages/crc.aspx

United Nations (UN) (2006) Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. New York: 
UN. Available at: www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) (2013) Take Us Seriously! Engaging Children with 
Disabilities in Decisions Affecting their Lives. Geneva: UNICEF.

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (2007) Education for 
All Global Monitoring Report: Strong Foundations: Early Childhood Care and Education. 
Paris: UNESCO.

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (2014) Model Policy 
for Inclusive ICTs in Education for Persons with Disabilities. Paris: UNESCO. Available at: 
http://g3ict.org/resource_center/publications_and_reports/p/productCategory_whitepapers/
subCat_0/id_316

Willem JCM (2012) Principles and promises in the convention on the rights of the child and the 
convention on the rights of persons with disabilities. European Year Book on Disability Law 
3: 59–100.

World Health Organization (WHO) (2010) Assistive Devices/Technologies. Geneva: WHO. 
Available at: www.who.int/disabilities/technology/en/

World Health Organization (WHO) (2011) World Report on Disability. Geneva: WHO.

Author biographies

Meryl Alper is Assistant Professor of Communication Studies at Northeastern University and 
Faculty Associate with the Berkman Center for Internet and Society at Harvard University. Her 
work focuses on the social and cultural implications of communication technologies. She is the 
author of Giving Voice: Mobile Communication, Disability, and Inequality (2017) and Digital 
Youth with Disabilities (2014), both published with MIT Press.

Gerard Goggin is Professor of Media and Communications at the University of Sydney. He is also 
an Australian Research Council (ARC) Future Fellow, undertaking a research project on disability, 
digital technology, and human rights. His books include the Routledge Companion to Disability 
and Media (2017), Disability and the Media (2015), Disability in Australia (2005), and Digital 
Disability (2003).

www.unicef.org/publications/files/Childrens_Rights_in_the_Digital_Age_A_Download_from_Children_Around_the_World_FINAL.pdf
www.unicef.org/publications/files/Childrens_Rights_in_the_Digital_Age_A_Download_from_Children_Around_the_World_FINAL.pdf
www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml
http://g3ict.org/resource_center/publications_and_reports/p/productCategory_whitepapers/subCat_0/id_316
http://g3ict.org/resource_center/publications_and_reports/p/productCategory_whitepapers/subCat_0/id_316
www.who.int/disabilities/technology/en/



