PMI Pilot Project 2008/9 – Brunel University

Final Report

What is the disabled international student experience?

Aims of the project:

Our project aimed to explore the attitudes of students from different cultures towards disability. We also aimed to find out about individual experiences that disabled international students were having at Brunel, and to document these as case studies. Another key aim was to produce a multi-media information resource to provide guidance and information to disabled international students studying at Brunel. We also hoped that our study would contribute knowledge to a presently under researched aspect of Higher Education.  

Summary of outcomes:

333 students at Brunel participated in our research into attitudes towards disability, representing a total of 71 countries. A report outlining the findings of our research has been produced and will be published to distribute within the HE sector to any interested parties. 

We also produced a handbook for disabled international students. The handbook contains some very interesting and informative case studies and photos of current disabled international students. It also describes what is considered to be a disability in the UK, the support that is available within our university for international disabled students, some advice about funding, frequently asked questions and useful contact details.

Background information

At Brunel there are more than 2,000 international students out of a total student population in excess of 13,000. Overall, about 6% of all students have told the university that they are disabled, but the number of disabled international students is only about 2%. Brunel University has an excellent Disability and Dyslexia Service which was acknowledged at the 2008 Times Higher Education Awards where they won the Outstanding Support for Students with Disabilities category. The university has a dedicated International office, Brunel International, who provide a fantastic range of services to international students before and during their time at the university. 

How the project was set up, run and evaluated

The project started with the setting up of a steering group in October 2008, followed by the recruitment of a research assistant in November 2008. The steering group met every month to review ideas, monitor progress and help keep things on track.

The project was run in two main stages – the research survey stage and the production of the information resources. 

The aim of the survey was to explore cultural attitudes towards disability and disabled students. The survey was designed and piloted in December 2008, and was then conducted during January 2009. A total of 333 students completed the survey, encouraged by the cash prize draw incentive that we made available. The research assistant then spent many hours between February and April 2009 collating and analysing all the data collected, which was pulled together and written up into a research report during May 2009.

The second stage of the project was the production of a new information resource – a handbook for disabled international students, and the production of some video podcasts where students talk about their personal experiences of being disabled international students at Brunel. Detailed planning for this stage started in February, but took longer than we had initially thought, making it necessary to recruit some extra help. We managed to recruit one of our current disabled students who spent two weeks helping to identify students who were willing to participate and then organising the filming, photographs and interviews in order to document their stories. The final stages, in April-May 2009, involved writing the text for the handbook and then pulling together all the information, photos and case studies ready for the final design. 

The finished handbook and edited video podcasts were finished just before the deadline. In the last few days of May staff from the International office were invited to review and feedback on the finished work. The resources will be reviewed during the next academic year once they are in use, and feedback will be gathered from disabled international students on how helpful they have found the resources.

The research report and the resources will be made available at the National Association of Disability Practitioners (NADP) conference in early July 2009 and will also be available at the UKCISA conference at the same time.

What challenged the delivery of the project on time and on budget?

The main challenge was simply time. The Disability and Dyslexia Service is a busy and hectic service during the academic year and so sticking to the work plan and key milestones that we had leisurely written last summer proved to be quite a challenge during term time!
Particularly, we found ourselves trying to co-ordinate the student stories, the student photographs and filming video podcasts during assignment deadlines, revision and exams for our students, which, with hindsight, wasn’t great timing! Challenges arose trying to find convenient times for students, our camera man, photographer and project staff to meet simultaneously.

Another challenge was the writing of the report about the research into attitudes towards disability. Fortunately, our patient research assistant was able to provide guidance about the interpretation of the statistical analysis of our data.

We were able to use a member of the Disability and Dyslexia team who has Publisher skills to help with the design of the handbook; it is unlikely that the project budget would have stretched to an external design company's costs. This saving enabled us to employ a second project assistant for the final two weeks of the project, without whom we would not have managed to get the handbook and filming of students completed by the deadline.  

Will the project be sustainable?

Yes; the development of the media resources that have been created has ensured the sustainability of the project. The handbook, which will be available both in printed format and on-line, will be a useful information resource for both current and future disabled international students. 

The student stories and video podcasts will be available to view on Brunel’s website and will continue to provide information for disabled international applicants long after the completion of the project. We will be able to add to the video podcasts and update the handbook in future years to ensure it always provide accurate and up-to date information. 

The research study that was carried out about attitudes to disability highlighted an area that would benefit from continuous development and further exploration, and is an area of great interest within the disability sector as well as the international student sector.   

Reflections - learning points for us, and for other UK institutions

The research survey provided some insight into how different cultures understand and support disabled people, as well as helping us begin to understand different cultural attitudes towards disability. The report which has been written about the research will hopefully be of interest to those at other institutions given that there is currently little research in this area. It would be interesting to see if other institutions obtained similar results if they carried out the same survey within their own institutions.

The results of the research survey helped shape the planning process for the information resource that was produced. Initially we had planned to create a generic handbook that could apply to any institution in the UK. However, once we actually started talking to the students and looking at what provision there already was within different institutions we quickly realised that it was going to much more beneficial to produce a resource that applied specifically to the students at Brunel and the type of support available to them. 

It is hoped that other institutions will be able to develop their own handbooks, if they wish to, based on the design and information that we have used, but in an informative way that describes what is available within their own institution. The learning outcomes for us were that we needed to produce something that had a clear section about what is considered a disability in the UK, and to make sure that examples of different types of disabilities were given within this section. We also felt that the handbook should include an informative section about what adjustments and support is actually available at Brunel. We also arranged for some professional photos to be taken of the students who had provided case studies and we included these within the handbook to make it more interesting visually.  

We are confident that our new handbook, along with the video podcasts will help raise awareness of the experiences of disabled students from different countries and with different types of disabilities. We feel that the students who provided their stories and agreed to be photographed and filmed will give a valuable insight of their own perspective and experiences. 

Interested in the outcomes of this project?

Here is the link to our website with the new international student handbook and video podcasts;

http://www.brunel.ac.uk/life/welfare/dis/international 
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