
Purpose
To train disability and career services professionals (DS/CS) from Japanese universities  
to better support SWD.

Goals
• To build the capacity of participants and their institutions to support the academic success and 

career development of SWD.

• To cultivate a cohort of leaders who will help engage DS/CS and promote comprehensive 
disability student support in Japanese higher education.

Program Method & Activities
• Competitive application & selection process

• Cohort design and peer-to-peer mentoring model

• One-week intensive Boston-based training, including action planning

• Follow-up support with action plan 
implementation

Impact
• The program trained 18 professionals 

from 9 Japanese universities who 
implemented action plans and 
brought about positive change for 
SWD on their college campuses.

• Alumni formed a network 
supporting and mentoring one 
another. Several alumni are active 
members of AHEAD Japan.

UPCOMING INITIATIVE: TOWARD AN INCLUSIVE 
COLLEGE CAMPUS:  A U.S.–JAPAN SYMPOSIUM

UMass Boston’s ICI is partnering with AHEAD and the 
Tokyo-based Center for Independent Living STEP Edogawa 
to implement a symposium on October 15, 2019 in Tokyo, 
addressing self-advocacy and self-determination in 
disability communities. The symposium will feature cross-
cultural panels and video-based digital stories by Japanese 
SWD about their college experiences. The goal is to 
promote cross-cultural awareness, dialogue, and exchange 
on disability issues as Japan prepares for the 2020 Tokyo 
Paralympics.

The project is funded by the U.S. Embassy Tokyo.

For more information, visit:  
www.communityinclusion.org/inclusive_campus/eng

Building Disability Leadership Capacity in Higher Education in Japan
By Cate Weir, Miwa Tanabe, & Heike Boeltzig-Brown

Disability and Higher Education 
in Japan
• Japan introduced anti-discrimination 

legislation (effective April 1, 2016) to 
ensure all levels of public education 
are disability-inclusive and to mandate 
reasonable accommodations.

• People with disabilities (PWD) 
access higher education in Japan at 
significantly lower rates compared 
to those without disabilities. In 2018, 
students with disabilities (SWD) 
only made up 1.05% (or 33,812) of all 
students in higher education (JASSO, 
2019).

• The percentage of Japanese universities 
with a department, center, or office 
dedicated to disability services more 
than doubled between 2012 (8%) and 
2018 (21%) (JASSO, 2012, 2019).

Opportunities for U.S.–Japan 
Shared Learning & Exchange
• In the U.S., the Americans with 

Disabilities Act (ADA, 1990) and the 
Higher Education Opportunity Act 
(2008) have made disability inclusion 
a national priority. Lessons learned in 
the implementation of the ADA are a 
valuable resource for Japan, as the two 
anti-discrimination laws are very similar.

• This legislative context led UMass 
Boston’s Institute for Community 
Inclusion (ICI) to partner with U.S. and 
Japanese organizations to develop and 
implement initiatives aimed at building 
disability capacity both at an individual 
and organizational (university) level.

LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE ON SERVING COLLEGE SWD IN 
JAPAN (2016–2019)

YOUTH DISABILITY LEADERSHIP PROGRAM IN JAPAN 
(2014–PRESENT)

Purpose
To engage Japanese individuals with disabilities, ages 18–35, in a 5-month intensive 
disability leadership and advocacy training in Boston, Massachusetts.

Goals
• To enable trainees to develop their leadership and advocacy skills.

• To enhance their knowledge and skills related to disability and inclusion.

• To cultivate a cohort of leaders who will engage in advocacy, policy, and service in their 
communities in Japan.

Program Activities
• Competitive application & selection process

• Intensive orientation to the program and life in Boston

• Individual internship with a disability government or community organization

• Weekly leadership seminars and individual supervision

• English language or American Sign Language (ASL) training

• Other community and service-learning experiences

• Summary presentation of trainee internship experience & awarding certificate of completion

Impact
• These developing disability leaders have been sharing their experiences and promoting self-

advocacy and self-determination in their communities since returning to Japan. They are 
proof that these strategies can be shared cross-culturally.

Program Funding
• 2014—2016. The Duskin Ainowa Foundation (supporting 8 individuals).

• 2016—present. The TOMODACHI Initiative, a public–private partnership 
between the U.S.–Japan Council and the U.S. Embassy Tokyo (supporting 11 
individuals).

For more information
• www.communityinclusion.org/tomodachi-en/
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2016: Toshiko Kudo
Diagnosed with muscular 
dystrophy at the age 
of 13, Toshiko Kudo is a 
passionate advocate for 
disability issues.

For her TOMODACHI 
project, Toshiko focused 
on ways to create public 
transportation systems 
that are accessible 
to diverse groups of 
users, including PWD. 
Reflecting on her Boston experience, Toshiko said, 
“How have leaders with disability gained awareness 
and contributed to their community? If there are 
disability issues, people with disabilities should be 
taking a lead.”

Systems Change in Action: What University  
Staff and Leadership Can Do

1.  Collect disability data and put it to use. Collect data on SWD and employer needs to inform 
DS/CS career development efforts.

2. Engage SWD in DS/CS efforts. Involve graduates in providing peer support, particularly around 
job and career.

3. Train faculty and staff on disability related issues. Hold a campus-wide faculty development 
session on SWD support.

4. Address disability access campus-wide, going beyond academic programming. Create 
accommodations to ensure that student organizations and clubs are disability-inclusive.

5. Create cross-campus alliances to address disability access and accommodations. These alliances 
might involve DS/CS, academic student support services, and the university health center.

6. Partner with entities on and off campus to create work experience opportunities for SWD. Work 
with the university’s administrative office to pilot a work experience program for SWD.

7. Collaborate with community agencies on career and employment efforts for SWD. Partner 
with a recruitment company to hold career workshops for students, including SWD.

U.S.-trained program participants are bridge builders – a critical force in developing localized networks and sustaining project impact.

2017: Mio Deguchi
As a university 
student with a 
visual impairment, 
Mio passionately 
advocated for 
support for SWD 
at her university.

As a TOMODACHI 
trainee, Mio 
learned about 
the various 
supports that are available for individuals with 
visual impairment in the U.S., including assistive 
technology, and explored similarities and 
differences with Japan.

Mio said, “As Japan becomes more open to 
diversity, I’m the one who needs to act and 
promote positive change as a member of a 
minority.” She continued, “Taking on the challenge 
to address various barriers that minorities face 
must be the first step while continuing to grow as a 
disability advocate and leader.”

2018: Tomoshige Kabetani
As a TOMODACHI 
trainee, 
Tomoshige was 
interested in 
learning about 
adaptive sports 
in the U.S. He 
interned with 
Northeast Passage, 
an organization 
based at the University of New Hampshire that 
specializes in innovative, barrier-free recreation and 
health promotion programming. Tomoshige also 
joined the Wildcats, New Hampshire’s wheelchair 
rugby team.

Reflecting on his time in Boston, Tomoshige 
said: “I’ve been experiencing what I could 
have never gained in Japan. Through this lived 
experience, I was able to explore not only the 
positive aspects of disability advocacy, but also 
a variety of social issues and challenges. This 
training program enabled me to critically examine 
those issues from different standpoints.”

MEET OUR ALUMNI & LEARN 
ABOUT THEIR IMPACT IN JAPAN

Tomoshige Kabetani playing wheelchair rugby.

Mio Deguchi tries out assistive technology in Boston.

Toshiko Kudo in Boston.
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