
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. 

Spring 2017 ADA alumna Monica Mbelle works as 
a vocational education training coordinator for the 
Vocational Education and Training Authority (VETA) in 
Tanzania, and is responsible for the northern regions of 
Arusha, Kilimanjaro and Tanga. There she helps ensure 
accessibility, sustainable education, and provision of 
vocational training for all youth (see Figures 1–2).

“Disability in Tanzania is both a cause and a consequence 
of poverty in that a person with a disability is not only 
economically disempowered, but also socially, culturally, 
and politically disempowered and excluded,” explained 
Monica. “Therefore, promoting inclusive education and 
raising public awareness and expectations on the potentials 
of children and youth with disabilities is of paramount 
importance for increasing children and youth enrollment 
in schools and vocational training centers, and ultimately 
increasing employment options for people with disabilities.”

Through the ADA International Fellowship, Monica 
was interested to learn about effective ways to make 
vocational training more accessible to people with 
disabilities, and to engage youth with disabilities in this 

type of training. She spent her 
fellowship at the University of 
Massachusetts Boston School 
for Global Inclusion and Social 
Development, under the 
supervision and mentorship of 
the school’s assistant dean, Dr. 
Sheila Fesko.

For her follow-on project, 
Monica hoped to apply some of 
these strategies and practices 
in her work at VETA. Her vision 
was to engage students, parents, 
and teachers, while raising awareness and expectations 
among parents, teachers, service providers, and employers 
on the employment and vocational education potential of 
children and youth with disabilities in the Iringa region.

Since returning to Tanzania, Monica has made 
significant progress toward achieving her goals. She 
shared her ADA International Fellowship experience 
and knowledge gained in the United States with 
her colleagues at VETA and with other education, 
rehabilitation, and workforce development stakeholders. 
She also debriefed with staff from the U.S. Embassy in 
Tanzania on her experience and follow-on project. Staff 
encouraged Monica to prepare a concept note to obtain 
funding from the embassy for her project, and she is 
awaiting the embassy’s funding decision.

Monica Mbelle

“The ADA International Fellowship 
experience gave me broader knowledge and 
understanding about inclusive education 
and different abilities and capacities that 
people with disabilities have.

— Spring 2017 ADA alumna Monica Mbelle

Figure 1: Mr. Mbwana, a young man getting training in carpentry 
and joinery at St. Francis of Assisi Vocational Training Centre, 
explains to Monica (second from left) how he made a coffee table.
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Monica interviewed approximately 60 employers, parents, 
teachers, and students about disability, and used that 
information to draft a training guide for educating 
employers about disability and the talent pool of people 
with disabilities (see Figure 3). She piloted the training 
manual with several employers / VETA business partners. 
She also recruited two local vocational training centers to 
provide training opportunities to youth with disabilities 
(see Figure 4).

Through the ADA International Fellowship, Monica became 
aware that VETA’s vocational curriculum and assessment 
procedures were not friendly for people with disabilities. 
The VETA curriculum requires a person who wants to join 
a vocational training center to have a secondary school 
education, which is difficult because the majority of children 
with disabilities in Tanzania end up with only a primary 
school education. This, along with the fact that the VETA 
curriculum is only in English (and not also in Swahili), creates 
a challenge to accessing vocational training.

Even if a person with a disability joins a vocational training 
program, they might face challenges in the final national 
examination. The examination is taken during a fixed 
time period, which might be an issue for some people with 
disabilities. As a result, they might fail the examination 
and lack the national vocational certificate, which is very 
important for seeking employment in Tanzania.

Reflecting on her ADA International Fellowship, Monica 
said, “I now have a clear understanding and precise 
information about disability. Employers are positive about 
providing work experience and employment opportunities 
for people with disabilities. Youth with disabilities 
are seeing the light, understanding that they can join 
vocational training programs and get employment skills 
and become independent. Furthermore, stakeholders see 
the progress of youth with disabilities from one stage to 
another as a step forward from being denied and excluded 
to employment opportunities.”

When asked how the fellowship experience helped 
her engage more stakeholders in an effort to increase 
inclusive education in Tanzania, Monica said, “The ADA 
International Fellowship experience gave me broader 
knowledge and understanding about inclusive education 
and different abilities and capacities that people with 
disabilities have. So, the fellowship gave me a chance to 
identify a lot of possibilities and potentials for people with 
disabilities. To search various opportunities for them and 
advise employers who hesitate to provide work experiences 
and employment opportunities for people with disabilities 
to do so.”

Figure 2: Monica (third from left) with youth with disabilities 
pursuing vocational training with VETA and Mr. Daniel, a 
parent (far right).

Figure 3: Monica (far right) interviewing Mr. Millinga (center), who 
has a physical disability, on the employment potential of people 
with disability. On the left is the principal of the Iringa Regional 
Vocational Training and Service Centre, Mr. Ngwandu.

Figure 4: Monica (center) with teachers from a St. Francis 
vocational training center after a training session on raising 
awareness on the potential of people with disability and the 
importance of vocational skills.


