ADA International Fellowship Program: 2017 Fellows
Spring 2017 ADA alum Maria Omare is the founder
and executive director of The Action Foundation
(TAF), a Kenyan nonprofit organization that supports
children and young people with disabilities to thrive
through early intervention, education, and economic
empowerment.
TAF works primarily in Kibera, the largest informal
settlement located in Nairobi, Kenya (see Figure 1). Since
its establishment in 2010, the organization has positively
impacting the lives of over 300 children and young people
with disabilities in Kibera.
Prior to the ADA International Fellowship, Maria was
selected to be a Ford Motor Company International
Fellow. This gave her the opportunity to study nonprofit
management and leadership at the Picker Center for
Executive Education at Columbia University’s School of
International and Public Affairs. She later applied what
she learned to her work at TAF.
Figure 1: A Facebook post from Maria about The
Action Foundation.

TAF is part of a diverse coalition
of over 30 civil society and
government institutions
called Action for Children
with Disabilities (ACD) that
advocates for positive change
in education, health, and social
protection in Kenya. Their work
helps ensure that the voices of
children with disabilities and
Maria Omare
their families are heard.
In line with this, Maria facilitated the participation
of TAF children and their parents in discussions that
informed the development of the Kenya Ministry
of Education’s May 2018 Sector Policy on Education
for Learners and Trainees with Disabilities. TAF has
been taking the lead in disseminating the policy to
communities in Kibera in a way that is understandable
and meaningful to them (see Figure 2).
In addition to her work at TAF, Maria began in May 2018
to provide business skills training to young women with
disabilities and female caregivers of children with special
needs through the Street Business School Global Training
Program in Kibera (see Figure 3). The training is part of
TAF’s economic empowerment efforts.

“The ADA International Fellowship Program
was an incredible experience. The networks
and learning have been very helpful in
our work at The Action Foundation. I’m
very grateful to have had the opportunity
to participate, and am excited about the
collective impact the Fellows will have on
inclusive education in Kenya and beyond.”
—Spring 2017 ADA alum Maria Omare

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.

As an ADA International Fellow, Maria was interested in
learning strategies to promote inclusive extra-curricular
activities in schools, and strategies to cultivate self-advocacy
among youth with disabilities. She spent her fellowship at
the University of Massachusetts Boston School for Global
Inclusion and Social Development, under the supervision
and mentorship of assistant professor Valerie Karr.

Figure 2: A Facebook post from Maria about disseminating the
Kenya Ministry of Education May 2018 Sector Policy on Education
for Learners and Trainees with Disabilities in Kibera.

For her follow-on project, Maria intended to promote inclusion
and solidarity among youth with and without disabilities in
Kibera by teaching these concepts through Theatre of the
Oppressed techniques and community advocacy.
She planned to implement this effort in student inclusion
clubs that TAF established in 13 locations throughout
Kibera. These clubs provide recreational activities and
a space where youth with disabilities can connect with
their non-disabled peers outside the classroom, breaking
down barriers among youth and expanding recreational
opportunities for youth who are often excluded.
Since returning to Kenya, Maria’s initial efforts have
focused on information sharing and awareness raising. She
has shared her Boston experience and knowledge gained
in inclusive education with TAF staff, board members, and
global advisers; the teacher associations that TAF works
with in Kibera; and members of the ACD coalition.
Maria organized a disability film week in September 2017,
targeting all of the 13 villages in Kibera and mobilizing
community members to educate themselves about
inclusive education and disability rights. The films were
organized in partnership with seven schools that TAF
works with in Kibera. Maria is already planning another
iteration of the film series for 2018.
In November 2017, Maria partnered with Volunteer
Services Overseas Kenya to hold community dialogues with
50 parents of children with disabilities from Kibera, with
the goal to enhance social accountability of school leaders
and government in issues related to inclusive education.
Another collaboration that is directly related to her followon project is that of the Creative Action Institute. This is
a nonprofit organization that uses volunteer field artists
to train communities in creative actions to engage target
groups, raise awareness, and shift attitudes.
In working with this institute, Maria mentored and
trained 45 girls with disabilities from five primary and
secondary schools in Kibera on theatre and other creative
methodologies to advocate for their rights (see Figure
4). The institute also engaged the girls in workshops on
life skills and sexual and reproductive health rights. The
workshops were organized by TAF staff using a toolkit
specifically created for this training.

For her tireless efforts on behalf of marginalized people,
particularly people with disabilities, Maria was awarded
the National Diversity and Inclusion Awards in the People
with Disabilities Inclusion Category in 2018 by the Daima
Trust (see Figure 5), and was also selected as a 2017
Cordes Fellow and Metis Fellow.
Maria has collaborated with ADA alum Martin Kavua to
develop a teacher training toolkit on inclusive education
that TAF is implementing in 21 low-resource community
schools in the Kibera and Kawangware informal
settlements, in partnership with volunteers specializing in
special needs education. Maria also partnered with Susan
Masila, another ADA alum and the national director of
Special Olympics Kenya, on an effort that treated children
with disabilities from Kibera served by TAF to a day of
inclusive fun, games, and sports at the Embassy of the
Philippines in Nairobi, courtesy of Special Olympics (see
Figure 6).
In reflecting on her fellowship and post-fellowship
experiences, Maria said, “The ADA International
Fellowship Program was an incredible experience. The
networks and learning have been very helpful in our work
at The Action Foundation. I’m very grateful to have had
the opportunity to participate, and am excited about
the collective impact the Fellows will have on inclusive
education in Kenya and beyond.”

Figure 3: A Facebook post from Maria about the Street Business
School Global Training Program.

Figure 4: A Facebook post from Maria about collaborating
with the Creative Action Institute.

Figure 5: A Facebook post from Maria about her 2018 National
Diversity and Inclusion Award.

Figure 6: A Facebook post from Maria about her collaboration with
Special Olympics Kenya.
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