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Hello and welcome to our step by step guides to living  
with disabilities.
This e-book series was created following our realisation that the most inspiring and practical way 
to communicate advice and information is through the voices and stories of the people whose 
lives have been touched by disability.

Each edition contains a new chapter covering a broad range of topics including independent 
living, assistive technology, supported living, enablement and many more that we hope you will 
find useful and informative. The voices and experiences that you read in the chapters have been 
compiled by our staff from a series of face to face interviews and telephone conversations.

About Henshaws
Henshaws is a specialist charity providing expert support, advice and training to anyone affected 
by sight loss. We also work with people with a range of learning difficulties, disabilities and 
complex needs, and because sight loss and disability affects family, friends and colleagues,  
we work with them too. 

At Henshaws we believe that living with a disability shouldn’t mean that you have less right to an 
independent, happy and fulfilling life and future. Through our knowledgeable and caring staff, 
we provide support and training for people of all ages with a range of disabilities to enable and 
empower them to reach their full potential.

As a charity we rely on the generous support from voluntary donations to support people 
affected by visual impairment and other disabilities, so we would be grateful for any donation  
you could give so we can continue to provide our life-changing services.
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This chapter offers advice on finding and using digital devices which can support disabled people within their 
working and day-to-day lives. 
Technology is constantly evolving, and offers people living with sight loss and a range of other disabilities greater 
independence, as well as the opportunity to do everyday tasks that may have been more difficult or even impossible 
to do otherwise. Digital accessibility can be used to support daily life through online shopping, banking, and chatting 
to friends and families, and it can even provide new opportunities for work and communication. In this chapter, we’ll 
break down some of the ways to find and access new technology which can sometimes feel daunting.

“I’m Tom, and I volunteer with the marketing and fundraising teams at 
Henshaws in their Manchester hub. I am partially sighted and have an 
eye condition called Retina Pigmentosa, which affects my eye sight and 
mobility within dark and low light conditions. 

I have learned to adapt to this condition; I have undertaken mobility training 
and I am able to use a long cane. I have used a number of assistive aids within 
both my work and personal life which I have fund extremely beneficial. For 
example, assistive aids have helped me to complete a Legal Secretarial Diploma 
with Pittman Training, and within my recent role at Manchester University. 

With this e-book, I’ll share some of my tips and experience for finding and 
using accessible technology.”
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Tom’s tips:
“Over the last decade there have been substantial developments in technology, with advances in  
laptops, smartphones, tablets and e-reading devices. All of these devices include a range of  
accessibility options, enabling blind or visually impaired people to interact with the device. 

Apple is one of the leading developers of new technology, and I personally use the MacBook as I find these work 
best for me. Whilst in my recent role within the Faculty of Life Sciences e-learning team at Manchester University, 
I also used ZoomText and Jaws (PC screen magnification and reader software), CCTV (a magnifier for text size 
within documents), and a Pen Friend (a talking label device). I found that these devices in particular work well for 
me and helped me to complete my tasks at work.”
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Different providers for phones, tablets and computers and e-readers all have their own pros 
and cons for use. Each company has its own voice accessibility program - with Apple’s ‘Siri’, 
Window’s ‘Cortana’, Android’s ‘Google Now’ and Amazon’s ‘Echo’ being the most frequently 
used programs. 
People have preferences for different types – it really does depend on your sight loss, disability, 
or what you’d be using it for! For example, if you have some sight, you may prefer to use an 
iPad as its larger screen makes it easier to use, but if you have very limited or no sight it may be 
better to get an iPhone, which has many of the same capabilities but is more portable.



2
With an abundance of new technology coming in every year,  
it can be hard to sift through them all to find what would be the 
best fit for you. Plus, as a lot of technology can be expensive 
- with one of the most popular products Jaws Screen Reader 
costing over £600 - it’s best to try before you buy! 

You can test technology for yourself at one of our hubs in 
Liverpool and Manchester. Our team can support you to 
test certain technology to find if it works for you, including 
trialling upcoming technology such as OrCam – a new piece of 
technology that fits onto glasses and converts text to speech. 
Contact our team at 0300 222 5555 to find out what devices 
you can try out at one of our hubs.
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Tom’s tips:
“Whilst using my devices, I have a few accessibility  
options that I know work for me.

Voice Over acts as a screen reader and reads out  
information displayed on the screen via a synthesised  
voice. It’s easy to personalise, and even the pitch, tone and rate at which the 
voice reads out the information can be adjusted to suit the user’s requirement. 
I also use Zoom – which enables you to either increase or decrease the size 
of information displayed on the screen. I change the brightness and colour 
contrast settings to adjust to my needs, and invert the colour scheme so 
the text is white against a black background. You can easily find what colour 
settings work for you.”
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.Don’t be afraid to  
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  different settings

email to a friend (4)

.step by step guides to living with disabilities

3

Most devices will have their own accessibility options built in, so before 
you buy additional software to use with your device, try the different 
settings with contrast, zoom, voiceovers, etc. as you may find your 
device has everything you need before you buy any add-ons. You might 
even be able to use free platforms within your device to help improve 
digital accessibility, for example our ‘ACCESS: Technology’ simplifies 
popular websites like YouTube and Facebook to make them easier to use.



New and promising technologies are developing all the time in the 
digital word, such as the upcoming braille tablet from BLITAB or new 
navigation devices such as Toyota’s Project BLAID. Joining groups 
online or in person, or subscribing to technology newsletters, can help 
to keep you up-to-date with all the latest news, tech and provide you 
with recommendations from people who are really using them.

Henshaws Tech Talk group meet every month in Liverpool and across 
Greater Manchester to discuss all the new advancements in assistive 
technologies. People of all abilities are more than welcome, and 
you can even participate remotely. For more information in getting 
involved, please contact the Manchester team at 0300 222 5555.
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  discoveries and  
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Find a pace and environment that works for you to 
learn new technologies – some people prefer a group 
environment, others may prefer a one-to-one training 
session, or some may even just want to experiment on 
their own. Our I.T. team recommend that you go at your 
own pace, use repetition, and don’t get disheartened if 
something goes wrong.

And remember - although technology has come a long 
way in recent years, it is still by no means perfect! It can 
be frustrating that there are still limitations or glitches in 
certain technology but there will almost always be a way 
of working around it.
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.Take your time – and   
  don’t get disheartened
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Tom’s tips:
“In my spare time I enjoy watching sports including football and cricket. I’m a keen 
supporter of Sunderland AFC and try to attend as many home matches as possible. At the  
start of the 2013/14 season I became aware of an audio description service provided by 
the club which I find extremely helpful. Although it can be difficult to hear over the crowd 
noise, I think it is a very beneficial service and presume it is available at other football grounds.

I also enjoy going to the cinema and watching films of all genres. I’ve used the audio 
description service at the Odeon and at HOME, which is available at selected screenings 
and should be available if you ask at the box office. Audio description involves a headset 
and describes the actions on screen via a narrative voice, which I find enhances my 
enjoyment of the screening. My only potential drawback is the audio quality might 
decrease depending on where you sit – and it’s not always available for every showing.”
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6 Technology doesn’t just have to be in the home. Digital accessibility can 
provide new opportunities in the outside world, including audio descriptions 
and upcoming projects such as the talking buses campaign. It may not 
always be obvious if a place offers accessible options so make sure to ask,  
as Tom did at his football team’s grounds:



Tom’s tips:
“Whilst volunteering for Henshaws, I helped to test the functionality and accessibility of their new  
website before it launched. I was able to identify what worked with my assistive devices and anywhere  
that needed improving.”
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.Make your voice heard
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7 If somewhere doesn’t have accessible options, or their accessibility options 
are limited, try and contact them. Apps such as LetMeTalk or Be My Eyes are 
available on certain platforms like Apple or Android, but are almost always 
willing to explore other platforms such as Windows if there’s enough demand. 
Apps and other technology products go through a beta testing stage – where 
you can often get involved and use your feedback to help shape how useful 
and accessible the product is for you. Tom helped with Henshaws’ new website 
when it was under development:
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At Henshaws, we believe that everyone of all ages has the right to an 
independent and fulfilling life. At our Community hubs in Liverpool and 
Manchester, we offer free groups and courses for I.T., iPads, and iPhones 
training. If you’d like to get involved or find out what we could offer you, 
contact our friendly team at: 0300 222 5555 or  
info@henshaws.org.uk.

We hope you enjoyed this chapter of our Guide to Living with Disabilities eBook series!  
Our series combines the expertise of Henshaws staff with the voices and stories  
of people whose lives are affected by disability. Check out the rest of our  
series, which covers supporting your child to maintain skills for independent  
living, shopping and cooking tips for visually impaired young people,  
mobility and travel training, and the positive impacts of creative art projects.  
https://www.henshaws.org.uk/e-book/

Have you visited our Knowledge Village yet? Explore our e-book and  
video library and learn about everything from products and technology, 
to our useful Life Hacks.  
henshaws.org.uk/knowledge-village | 0300 222 5555 | info@henshaws.org.uk
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