Doing the ‘What is Disability’ Project – A Project Guide

This Guide should help anybody who is doing something similar as the ‘What is disability’ project in the future. Thus, that we know about the ‘does and don’ts’ and learn from our mistakes and improve! 

The ‘What is disability’ Project

In March 2004 I started to work in the ‘What is disability’ project, which was already running for about a year. My task was to finish 10 booklets for 10 different ethnic communities (the Arabic, Bosnian, Chinese, Croatian, Indian, Korean, Maltese, Serbian, Spanish-speaking and Turkish) in their 10 community languages. These booklets give information to 10 ethnic communities in community language starting from the understanding communities have about disability and people with disability. Their aim is to enhance knowledge and reduce stigma about disability and disability related issues amongst ethnic communities. I could overtake work already done by another project worker for 6 communities and I had to start from scratch with 4 communities.

Training

The best in the beginning was to have the former project worker, from who I overtook the project, for a whole day every fortnight with me. She explained me everything and answered every question I had. I think it is the best precondition you can find to have a couple of weeks ‘training’ with somebody before you actually start to work independently.

The most important thing for myself from the beginning was that I didn’t get confused where I am at with each community. I always tried to up-to-date my ‘TO-DO’ list and my contact list, to write down where I am up to with EACH community and to prioritise my tasks.

Project’s Process (see also table page 6)
The formal course of action was that first of all I connected with each community and build upon existing contacts.

After the networking I organised meetings with community workers and additionally with consumers from these communities. If the meetings were at MDAA there were always lunches enclosed (if I did not forget to invite the consumers afterwards () – organised with great support from our admin-team! If these meetings were in other locations or organisations, I had the opportunity to get to know Sydney and travelled around.

Cultural Learning & Exchange

At the community meetings I came in touch with the different communities and learned about different cultures and attitudes. It was really interesting to compare similarities and differences of these communities. For example the involvement of religions, which are so closely linked to beliefs around disability or the progress in each country from the past to now in disability services. Especially the events, which changed attitudes to people with disability, were from country to country very different. Once it was a famous person from the country who started to speak out for people with disability. Or it was an organisation that started to raise awareness around disability. Another more tragic event was ‘war’ in some of the countries, which made disability more visible and included into the society. The final purpose of the booklets was to find out and to reflect where the community is at the moment with ‘disability’ and ‘people with disability’.

It was challenging and often difficult to approach the communities to talk about disability. Some communities were quite reluctant at first meetings to talk about negative happenings in their home country. I found the best way to approach this was to invite them to my office, to create a relaxing atmosphere and to have lunch together. Before the meetings I prepared and sent out ‘project letters’ (explanation of the project with some questions about what we will talk). Thus it happened, that some people came to the meetings with a lot of own preparations, which was great and very productive! 

Before we started to talk about their home countries, I explained in detail what MDAA is doing and my project’s role and aim. I always brought some MDAA fliers and some ‘project letters’. 

Maybe it seems funny but when people asked me where I came from (they usually noticed my accent) and I told them that I come from Austria, the ice somehow ‘melted’. I think it was a kind of ‘we are in the same boat’ as for all of us English was not the first language and the conversation was always easier, straighter and more personal.  

Another big advantage, which eases the communities’ reluctance, was the ability to talk in their language, which I only could do with one community. To be able to speak their language decreased personal distance enormously. I had the feeling that people were more willing to talk to me and happy to support my project when I was talking in their native language.

Consultation Process

A good starting point for the meetings’ conversations was asking the participants about their culture. So they started to talk about their countries what everybody loved to do. 

Another introducing question was to talk about their experience and memories from their school time - if they remember any person or child with disability in the neighbourhood or at school. These questions usually made them talk. I could direct the conversations with the questions addressed in the booklet-introductions (the headings) to find out about how disability is and was experienced in the home countries of these communities. It was certainly for the communities AND me a learning process! The consultations were often and especially in the beginning somehow confusing and unstructured. But they were always informative and intense! I think chaos is one good and creative way of keeping learning and conversation processes alive. I definitely learned to lose my fear of creative chaos!

Feedback Process

After the meetings I put the information down in writing (the booklet introductions). Additionally I did some Internet research for missing or supplementary information to each community and their views on disability and attitudes towards people with disability. 

As the whole process was supposed to be done for and WITH the community I always tried to get as much feedback as possible from the communities. After some English-spelling and -grammar checks, I sent the written drafts to the community: involved community workers, MDAA consumers and MDAA workers to tell me what they think about these intros of ‘their’ booklet. It was a long process of sending information out and getting feedback back, including feedback and sending out changed versions of the booklet introductions… Because I did not peg away when people didn’t get back to me (I called and left messages, and called again and left messages again () and set deadlines for final comments and corrections, I got what I wanted in the end. 

The good thing was, that the community seemed to get more and more an ownership of the booklet and that the networks to certain community workers strengthened. Some communities were really glad to be asked for their opinion!

Finalising Intros

After the feedback process, I got much support to put the whole versions into plain English. The next step was to think about getting the layout worked out and especially to get some pictures from people from the community. With repeated support from colleagues, I got familiar with all the necessary computer programmes and were I could find already existing pictures. But I needed more pictures, and so I had to ask the communities (community workers). It was always important to get permission of the people shown on the picture so that we were allowed to publish their picture in the booklet. My persistence (annoyance? () succeeded and I got for every booklet some pictures. 

The layout was a bit tricky, as Microsoft obviously loves to include bugs into their programmes to make them less compatible with other programmes. But somehow we all together managed to outwit the bugs and finally the layout was outlined in every booklet. Moreover, ISBN-numbers (which were to order), pictures and the covers were included. Then I sent the finals to all ethno-specific community-organisations - this time to get their endorsement. The aim was to receive their logos to put them onto the booklet, which meant that they acknowledged the booklet-contents. These acknowledgements of community organisations would assist people in recognising the booklet as something for them and thereby make the booklets more accessible for the community. 
In the end – was it again my persistence or annoyance? - I had at least one logo from community specific organisations for each booklet. 

Translation Process 

The final step in the project’s process was to organise translations for each booklet. There were two ways we tried to do this: the first 4 booklet-translations were organised through a translating service, for the other 6 booklets I organised individual translators. 

Hence, for the translation of the first 4 booklets we got a package from a translating service, which was quite cheap and included the typesetting. Altogether the service was really flexible, but the quality was not very good. It needed many checks from the community to improve and finalise the translations, which was quite painful. One important thing, what I did not improve until the last translations, was the page set-up of the WORD formats. The page has to be perfectly set-up before continuing to send the files out to a translator (especially when the typeset is done by them, too). For example: the settings for 2 A5 sheets on one A4 page, the right margins, alternating page numbers etc. Moreover, I should have got straight from the beginning, that every change afterwards would cost extra (for example belatedly inserted ISBN numbers) and that the service should give WORD formats in the end (together with PDF formats). Just in WORD files changes can be done afterwards (as PDF-files are not modifiable).

The 6 other booklets were translated by individual translators, which I either found in the Internet (on the NAATI website http://www.naati.com.au) or with help of community contacts. In my opinion it was much easier to handle the whole process with individual translators. Also the quality of the translations was much better. Something I learned was how important it is to check if the individual translators have a NAATI (National Accreditation Authority for Translators and Interpreters) accreditation and an ABN number. Apparently I should not have assumed that somebody who has an accreditation has also an ABN number… ( 

As I did not want to exploit all my community contacts to double-check the translations, I chose a couple of people (including my multilingual MDAA colleagues) to check the translations. In the end I wanted to have about 2-3 feedbacks on the translations. There are many different ways to translate things. The aim was not to have a ‘perfect’ translation, which would be very subjective. I usually had 3 main concerns when sending out the translations for double-checking:

1. That there is nothing offensive in how they translate the word 'disability'.

2. That the key message from the original came across.
3. That the community would understand the translation.
It was really delicate to handle feedback regarding the ‘right’ word for ‘disability’ in the translations. Should the community use the word, which everybody uses and understands or a kind of ‘new’ word, which respects people with disability in regard to their rights and needs? After discussions with colleagues we decided to use the ‘common’ word instead of introducing a new word and concept. This new concept would probably alienate against the purpose of the booklet, even if it would be better!? 

As the checking of the translations were the last step in the whole project’s process and before giving the booklets to print, the following table will summarise all the steps in the run of the project and specify things to check and to prepare.

	
	Task
	To check & To Prepare

	1
	Networking with each community
	Existing telephone & e-mail contacts?

	2
	Organising community meetings (consultations)
	Sending out project letters in advance

IF the meeting was at MDAA:

Booking meeting room

Organising lunch

Interpreter needed?

	3
	Collecting information for the booklet intros
	Introducing MDAA

Having MDAA information material ready

Introducing the project

Having key questions ready (also as handouts)

Starting questions (‘ice-breakers’)

Directing questions for conversation

	4
	Writing the info down
	Including missing or supplementing information from the Internet

	5
	Getting feedback from each community (workers & consumers)
	Not giving up (
Setting deadlines for last comments

	6
	Including feedback 
	English-spelling and –grammar


	
	Task
	To check & To Prepare

	7
	Finalising layout & 

Sending out the final versions
	Asking communities for pictures

Getting people’s permission to use pictures

Including pictures

Setting-up of pages & whole layout correct?

Including ordered ISBN-numbers

	8
	Asking for organisations’ endorsement 
	Is organisation community-specific?

Including logos on cover

	9
	Organising translations
	+/―  translating service or individual translator

NAATI accreditation?

ABN number?

Clarifying conditions (draft, typeset, delicate words, WORD formats in the end)

	10
	Double-checking draft translations
	Involving just a few community contacts

Giving criteria to double-check

Setting deadlines for comments


The End

Unbelievable but true, the work is done. The booklets are finished, translated, out to print and will be launched soon. 

I enjoyed the work in this project very much and learned so much (especially from the mistakes). It is great to have finally a ‘product’ in hands! 

Thanks to everybody who helped me so much! 

It doesn't matter how rocky the road may be, the road will clear if you keep walking.
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