
ADA International Fellowship Program: 2017 Fellows

The ADA International Fellowship Program was funded by the U.S. Department of State Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, and implemented by the 
Association of University Centers on Disabilities (AUCD) in partnership with the Institute for Community Inclusion (ICI) at the University of Massachusetts Boston. 

Fall 2017 ADA alum Cristina Higa works as a project 
coordinator for Aynimundo, a non-governmental 
organization in Lima, Peru that promotes community-
driven initiatives focused on education, economic 
empowerment, and infrastructure.

The name “Aynimundo” comes from “ayni,” a word 
referring to reciprocal support in Quechua, the native 
language of Peru, as well as the Spanish word “mundo” 
(world). Thus, the organization’s name refers to creating 
solidarity and reciprocal support in the world.

Cristina plays a key role in Aynimundo’s work on inclusive 
education through her leadership of Diversity for 
Inclusion, a four-year initiative that creates opportunities 
for youth with disabilities to participate in school and 
community activities.

As the lead on this initiative, Cristina oversees the 
creation of inclusive spaces in schools, community events 
where children with disabilities can participate, and 
workshops that engage families and educate them about 
their rights and self-advocacy strategies. She also trains 
teachers on the social model of disability and on effective 
approaches for working with students with disabilities.

Through her ADA 
International Fellowship, 
Cristina hoped to learn new 
approaches to teacher training 
and ways to create teams of 
professionals who can attend 
to the individual special needs 
of students in the school. She 
also wanted to learn how to 
engage students with and 
without disabilities, fostering 
greater social acceptance within inclusive classrooms and 
in their surrounding communities.

Cristina spent her fellowship training at the Mailman 
Center for Child Development at the University of Miami 
in Florida under the supervision and mentorship of Dr. 
Julietta Hernandez, a clinical social work supervisor 
and researcher in the center. For her follow-on project, 
Cristina intended to apply what she learned during her 
ADA International Fellowship directly to her work on the 
Diversity for Inclusion project.

Since completing her fellowship, Cristina has been sharing 
her training experience and knowledge gained in the 
United States with her colleagues at Aynimundo and 
other stakeholders. She also had an opportunity to meet 

“The different programs visited have helped 
me to have some examples of how to improve 
the strategies of attention to children with 
disabilities and their families... Also, it has 
given me the opportunity to visit the United 
States for the first time and to know a 
country full of cultural diversity.” 

–Cristina Higa, Fall 2017 ADA Alum
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Figure 1: Cristina (standing up) works with teachers in Peru.
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with staff from the U.S. Embassy in Lima, with whom 
she shared her professional and personal experience as 
well as the activities she is planning to implement around 
inclusive education.

In terms of programming, Cristina has been working in 
partnership with seven public schools that have students 
with disabilities in their classrooms and has trained 
180 teachers from these schools on the importance 
of promoting inclusive education. She explained that 
“convincing these teachers that it is possible to make 
a major change in the classrooms and schools [is 
important]. Changing the attitude and look of disability is 
something that happens in small steps.”

Cristina has been working with two of the schools to 
create an inclusive education plan to strengthen the skills 
of students with disabilities. As part of this effort, Cristina 
trained small groups of teachers who have common 
needs or interests, or share the same difficulties in their 
pedagogical work. She demonstrated a reflective and 
practical way to use new forms of teaching and learning, 
thereby helping the teachers to overcome the difficulties 
of their own practice.

When asked about the impact she has had in inclusive 
education in Peru, Cristina said, “Since my participation in 
the ADA International Fellowship Program, I have gained 
more knowledge in the subject of inclusive education. 
I’m more aware of the importance of making links and 
alliances with other public and private institutions.”

In addition to her programming work, Cristina gives 
presentations on inclusive education and advocates 
for policy change in this field. She has been invited to 
speak at the International Course of Professional and 
Social Rehabilitation, organized by the Social and Labor 
Rehabilitation Office of Social Health Insurance and to be 
held in September 2018. The presentation will be about 
the importance of providing quality education to children 

Figure 2: Teachers participate in an activity led by Cristina.

and young people with disabilities, and how it has been 
done in Cristina’s project.

Cristina also is an active member of the Coalition for the 
Right to an Inclusive Education (Coalición por el Derecho a 
la Educación Inclusiva). This organization is committed to 
education, the rights of children, and the rights of people 
with disabilities to participate in self-advocacy related 
to education access. The coalition promotes inclusive 
education and advocates for policy change at the national 
level.

Reflecting on the impact that the U.S.-based training had 
on her, Cristina said, “The opportunity to participate 
in the ADA International Fellowship Program has 
been wonderful. In the professional field, I’ve learned 
many lessons and experiences that have been a great 
contribution to the work I do in Peru, allowing me to 
generate new ideas and innovations within my work.”

“The different programs visited have helped me to have 
some examples of how to improve the strategies of 
attention to children with disabilities and their families,” 
she continued. “Also, it has given me the opportunity to 
visit the United States for the first time and to know a 
country full of cultural diversity.”


