ADA International Fellowship Program: 2017 Fellows
Fall 2017 ADA alumna Leyla Liana is an assistant
lecturer at the College of Informatics and Virtual
Education at the University of Dodoma in Dodoma,
Tanzania.
“A problem with inclusive education in my community
is that, when it comes to online learning in various local
universities, people with disabilities have not been given a
conducive online environment,” says Leyla. As an expert in
computer science and Information and Communications
Technology (ICT), she observes the implications of this
problem on a regular basis.
Leyla is aware of the growing importance of technology
in education and is highly motivated to address the gap
that exists between students with and without disabilities.
To that end, she intended to use the ADA International
Fellowship to learn strategies to promote online learning
and enhance the use of ICT in education for people with
disabilities in Tanzania.
Leyla spent her fellowship at the Westchester Institute
for Human Development in Valhalla, New York under
the supervision and mentorship of Izel Obermeyer, the
institute’s director of assistive technology.
Figure 1: Leyla’s app on a laptop donated by the Westchester
Institute for Human Development.

For her follow-on project,
Leyla intended to develop
a comprehensive mobile
application that could be
used to teach children with
intellectual disabilities to
read in Swahili and to train
teachers and caregivers on
this tool. Leyla hoped to pilot
this tool at the Myuji Cheshire
Educational Center and to
evaluate the tool’s impact on
children’s reading outcomes.
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When asked about the potential impact of her app, Leyla
said, “I’m hoping to be the first to help learners with
disabilities with an online Swahili reading app. This would
ease the delivery of instructions among special education
primary school teachers in inclusive schools as the app will
have rich reading contents.”
Since returning to Tanzania, Leyla has made measurable
progress with implementing her follow-on project. In
addition to sharing what she learned in the United States
with students, faculty, and staff at her university, Leyla
developed a prototype app (see Figure 1) with input from
special education teachers and administrators at the
Tanzania Ministry of Education.

“Personally, the ADA International Fellowship
through the placement at the Westchester
Institute for Human Development has given
me a whole new perspective on disability,
especially intellectually and developmental
disabilities.”
— Fall 2017 ADA alumna Leyla Liana
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Figure 2 shows Leyla presenting the app to primary
school teachers in the Coast region of Tanzania at a
workshop organized by ADD International as part
of ADA alum Isack Idama’s outbound project. The
workshop focused on Universal Design for Learning
among other topics. The app was well received, and there
appears to be high potential for its future use across
school systems.

Figure 2: Leyla presenting the app to primary school teachers
in the Coast region.

Leyla has also submitted funding applications to various
entities, including the U.S. Department of State’s Alumni
Engagement Innovation Fund, to purchase ICT devices
to facilitate the implementation of her app.
Leyla and her fellowship mentor, Izel, received an
outbound award from the ADA International Fellowship
Program that allowed Izel to travel to Tanzania in
February 2018 to provide additional in-country support
(see Figures 3–4). Izel was able to observe students
in the classrooms at the Miyuji Cheshire Educational
Center and assess their learning styles and needs. She
then developed low-tech materials to support the digital
app that Leyla was building, and demonstrated the use
of these materials to the teachers.
Together with Izel and one other collaborator from
the University of Dodoma, Leyla submitted a paper
entitled “A Universal Design for Learning Swahili
reading application for intellectually disabled learners
in inclusive primary schools of Tanzania,” which was
selected for presentation at the six Annual Disability
Rights Conference, to be held November 6–7, 2018 in
Pretoria, South Africa.

Figure 3: Leyla (left) and Izel (center) meeting with the chairman
of the board at the Myuji Cheshire Educational Center.

Figure 4: Coverage of Leyla’s work on social media.

“Personally, the ADA International Fellowship through
the placement at the Westchester Institute for Human
Development has given me a whole new perspective on
disability, especially intellectually and developmental
disabilities,” said Leyla. “Professionally, the ADA
International Fellowship has built my skills in developing
apps to teach children reading skills. I am currently
admitted into a PhD program at the University of
Dodoma, aiming at doing research in Swahili reading
app development for learners with intellectual and
developmental disabilities in inclusive schools of Tanzania.”
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