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PRESS RELEASE/ DIABETES PROJECT/ 11.02.10

HAT-TRICK OF BENEFITS FROM DIGITAL HEALTH AND LANGUAGE PROJECT

A Digital Birmingham-supported project has helped Aston residents tackle the problem of diabetes, improve their English language skills and become more IT proficient at the same time.

‘The Healthy Way To Learn IT’ is a software programme developed by Digital Birmingham and Aston Pride, which works to create a prosperous, healthy and secure community in Aston by engendering a culture of learning and self-help.

The project was developed in response to research in 2004 which showed that 51% of Aston’s residents did not speak English as their first language - a figure rising to 72% for the Asian community. Most people surveyed said they’d like to learn English but the constraints on their home and time meant this was difficult.

In addition, there was a perceived need in the area for more education on diabetes - an illness which is particularly prevalent in Asian communities. National statistics have shown that Bangladeshi men and women are almost six times more likely than the national average to suffer from the problem.

The Digital Birmingham team, comprising a technical consultant, an English teacher and a healthcare professional, developed a simple software-based lesson containing a number of dialogue scenes, for example a husband and wife talking about diabetes symptoms, or discussing them with a medical practitioner. 

Additionally, with the help of community members, a programme introduction was created in Urdu and Bengali, the two prevalent community languages, and put on a CD-ROM for people to use at home on their PC.

17 participants with access to a PC and the internet at home were chosen by Aston Pride in conjunction with Saathi House, a local community organisation, with three Saathi House staff chosen as mentors.

15 participants either had diabetes or knew someone with it, and after the lessons all but one had passed on what they had learned about diabetes to others in the community. The participants can now make more informed decisions about maintaining a healthy lifestyle, with many of them resolving to eat more healthily, exercise more (with a quarter of them enrolling on community fitness classes) and have a diabetes check with their GP.

After the project, twice as many participants said they felt confident about using ICT than did before the CD-ROMs were handed out. 15 of them have enrolled on an entry level ICT course, improving their career prospects and helping close the ‘digital divide’ prevalent in many ethnic communities.

In addition, the vast majority of participants felt more confident about speaking or reading English, and communicating confidently with health practitioners. All participants said they’d like to continue with further English language learning.

Birmingham City Council deputy leader Cllr Paul Tilsley, who heads up the Digital Birmingham partnership, said:

“This project is yet another digital first for Birmingham, and something that addresses the real needs of this community. Digital Birmingham is focused on developing technologies that make a difference to people’s lives and this DVD hits the mark in more ways that one. It’s a fantastic example of how digital technologies can help break down barriers and provide a easier and more effective route to solving problems.”

Digital Birmingham’s Annette King said that the interactive and collaborative element of the programme was key to its success.

“This was a programme developed specifically for the area and aimed at tackling three key issues the community faces - diabetes, poor English and low levels of IT literacy.

“Working together, the team of technical, language and healthcare professionals were able to develop software which was attractive and easy to use, and helped break down barriers which often exist when people’s access to information is difficult.”

“Diabetes is a problem in the Asian community but with self-help can be managed more effectively" said Dr Richard Mendelsohn, director of Chronic Disease Systems at Birmingham East and North PCT.

“Being able to educate people about the condition in a way that’s easily understandable and relevant is vital to the education and information process, so this CD-ROM is perfect for the task. The fact that it helps improve people’s English and ICT skills at the same time is the icing on the cake.”
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For press enquiries, please contact: Mary Whitehouse, betterpr, tel: 01527 881965, fax: 01527 881985, email: mary@betterpr.co.uk
Notes to editors:

Digital Birmingham is a Birmingham City Council initiative and a strategic partnership of private, voluntary and public organisations throughout the city. It aims to establish Birmingham as a leading European digital city in 2010 and ensure that the benefits of digital technologies are available to all in the city. For more information visit www.digitalbirmingham.co.uk. 
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