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Useful assistive and productivity tools for students
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Introduction
Want to know what free tools are out there which could be a game-changer for blind and partially sighted students?

Great, you’ve come to the right place!

From our work supporting blind and partially sighted students we know how the use of the right tools can transform a student’s ability to access learning and unlock their potential. 

That’s why we have put together this handy guide which outlines some free assistive and productivity tools which could transform how you use technology. The best part is you can get started with trying them right now!

[bookmark: _Toc98500058]Is this guide for you?
If you are a student who would like to explore some handy tools for improving your ability to access a computer/mobile device more effectively or find a hack or two to improve your productivity, this guide is for you!

If you are an education professional working with a blind or partially sighted student and want some tools you can support a student to learn and use, this guide is for you!

[bookmark: _Toc98500059]Always go for the best solution
It is important to point out that these are free tools and it is likely many students will benefit from more sophisticated (and more costly) solutions. So, it is vital school, college and university education professionals support students to explore all available options and use the best solution possible.

[bookmark: _Toc98500060]Get involved
This content has grown out of information and resources we have provided to students we have supported. We will be growing this content over time. If you have any suggestions for other useful tools and resources, please get in touch.

[bookmark: _Toc98500061]Navigating this document
This guide has been formatted using heading styles so you can easily find your way around the document. You can use the interactive contents page above to jump to different sections by placing the cursor within the title text of the section and hitting the enter key. You can also enable the ‘Navigation pane’ option in the View menu of Microsoft Word, which also provides a handy way to navigate a document; consider this your first productivity hack!



[bookmark: _Toc98500062]Explore the tools and give them a try!
The key is to explore the different options, learn how to use them and stick at it until you feel confident and comfortable using them. 

At first, using something new can seem strange and difficult, and you may be tempted to go back to struggling on as you did before. But hang on in there, the right tool could be a total game-changer for you!

Let’s get started!


[bookmark: _Toc98500063]Getting started with making a computer/device more accessible
Here are some resources which allow you to check which accessibility features are available on a computer/device along with guidance on how to use them. This is a good place to start.

[bookmark: _Toc98500064]My computer my way
This website is great for finding out how to modify the settings of computers and mobile devices to make them more accessible. It covers Windows, Apple and Android. Get started here.

[bookmark: _Toc98500065]Microsoft accessibility features
Discover what accessibility features Microsoft Windows has to offer on the Accessibility Features page on Microsoft.

[bookmark: _Toc98500066]Apple accessibility features
Find out what accessibility options you have on Apple devices on the Apple accessibility homepage.



[bookmark: _Toc98500067]Magnification
Magnification software allows a person with a vision impairment to use a computer/device by being able to magnify the content of the screen. 

[bookmark: _Toc98500068]Magnification on Microsoft Windows
Most modern versions of Windows have the Magnifier application built-in. Newer versions of Windows such as Windows 10 and 11 have improved Magnifier significantly with more features and keyboard shortcuts. The following information relates mainly to Magnifier in Windows 10. 

Magnifier is a good application to learn how to use as it will be available on most Windows devices.

Get started with Windows Magnifier 
· How to magnify the screen in Windows 10 – AbilityNet
· Use Magnifier to make things on the screen easier to see – Microsoft Support
· How to Use Windows Magnifier and Keyboard Shortcuts – video tutorial from Live Accessible
· Windows Magnifier Settings – video tutorial from Live Accessible

[bookmark: _Toc98500069]Magnification on Apple devices
Zoom is the built-in magnifier on Apple devices such as Macs, iPhone and iPad. Its controls and usage can vary based on which device and software version you are using. 



Get started with magnification on Apple
· HOW TO magnify your iPhone - Exploring the Zoom Feature (in detail) – video tutorial from Live Accessible
· Accessibility on Mac: The ultimate guide – guide from iMore

[bookmark: _Toc98500070]Magnification on Android devices 
Similarly to Apple devices, Android has built-in magnification capabilities which allow you to zoom in and out and pan around your device’s screen. 

Get started with magnification on Android:
· Magnification - Android accessibility Help



[bookmark: _Toc98500071]Screen readers
Screen readers are really useful pieces of software which allow blind and partially sighted computer users to interact with a computer/device without having to see what is happening on the screen. 

But screen readers are not just super-useful for blind students, they can greatly improve the productivity of partially sighted students too. Allowing you to navigate applications faster, make reading easier, reduce eye strain and improve typing/writing accuracy. 

Even if you can use a computer using your sight, it would be a smart idea to try out screen reader software to see if it works for you. It might just be the productivity hack that takes you to the next level!

[bookmark: _Toc98500072]NVDA (Windows)
NVDA is a free screen reader for Windows. It is very widely used by blind and partially sighted computer users and is similar to the JAWS screen reader.

Get started with NVDA:
· Download NVDA from the official NVAccess website
· Learn how to use NVDA with these useful tutorials from the American Foundation of the Blind (AFB)
· Get Help – tools and resources from NV Access 

[bookmark: _Toc98500073]Narrator (Windows)
Narrator is the built-in screen reader on Windows. It is available from Windows 7 onwards, but more recent versions have improved features. Narrator is similar to NVDA and JAWS and allows you to use a Windows computer without having to see the screen. It does not have as many features as NVDA or JAWS, but it is useful as it is built-in to Windows. This means you should be able to access it from most computers running a modern version of Windows.

Get started with Narrator:
· How to use the Narrator screen reader in Windows 10 – video tutorial from Microsoft
· Hear text read aloud with Narrator - guide from Microsoft
· Complete guide to Narrator – Microsoft Support

[bookmark: _Toc98500074]VoiceOver (Apple)
VoiceOver is the built-in screen reader for Apple devices such as Macs, iPhone and iPad. It is free to Apple users and is very widely used. 

There are several differences relating to how the VoiceOver screen reader operates on each type of device. But don’t worry! These differences are there to make things simpler and easier to use.

On iPhone and iPad, VoiceOver is a touch driven experience. This means that you can explore items on-screen by moving your finger around, swiping and using gestures. 

Gestures are a brilliant and quick way to use your iPad/iPhone and is a major productivity hack. Here is a list of all the different gestures, give them a try! Learn VoiceOver gestures on iPhone – guide from Apple Support 

On the Mac, VoiceOver behaves a little differently, working more like other desktop screen readers such as NVDA, Narrator or JAWS. This means that most operations are performed using the keyboard. 

Get started with VoiceOver:
· How to navigate your iPhone or iPad with VoiceOver — video tutorial from Apple Support
· A Beginner's Guide to Using macOS with VoiceOver – guide from AppleVis

[bookmark: _Toc98500075]Talkback (Android)
TalkBack is the built-in screen reader on Android devices. 

Get started with TalkBack:
· TalkBack - Android accessibility Help



[bookmark: _Toc98500076]Making your device’s screen easier to see by changing colours
There are several options available in most computer and mobile devices which allow you to change the colour scheme of what is displayed on screen. Just making this minor tweak could make a big difference in how easily you can see what is happening on your device. For example, making your screen display white writing on a black background could really improve the contrast, speed-up how quickly you can interact with your device, and could save you eye-strain.

An easy place to start is to enable the ‘dark’ or ‘night’ mode in your device’s settings. These modes are primarily designed to reduce exposure to blue light but are also a handy hack for making the screen easier to see for blind and partially sighted users. 

If you’re not sure whether changing the colours of your display will work for you, just give it a try, it could be a game-changer!

[bookmark: _Toc98500077]Colour filters on Windows devices
Windows has a variety of screen colour options available. You can find these options in the  Colour filters section of the Ease of access settings menu or by searching for ‘colour filters’ on the Windows start menu search box. Try experimenting with the different settings and see what works for you!

You can also enable the ‘invert colours’ option in the Windows Magnifier settings. 
 
[bookmark: _Toc98500078]Dark mode on Apple devices
A convenient way to enable dark mode on Apple devices is to tell Siri to “enable dark mode”. Find out more about dark mode on iPhone and iPad, or Mac OS.

[bookmark: _Toc98500079]Dark mode/theme on Android devices
Enabling dark mode/dark theme on Android can vary from device to device, but the relevant options can usually be found within your device’s display or accessibility settings. Find out more about dark theme and colour settings on Android here.

*Dark mode on Android is only supported on devices running at least version 10 of the operating system.



[bookmark: _Toc98500080]Keyboard shortcuts
Another mega-useful productivity hack is to learn as many keyboard shortcuts as you can. It can make a big impact on how fast and efficiently you navigate applications. It’s a smart move to learn the shortcuts relating to word processing and working with text, it can be a productivity game changer!

Get started with keyboard shortcuts:
· Windows keyboard shortcuts - 
· Mac keyboard shortcuts – guide from Apple Support



[bookmark: _Toc98500081]Learning to touch-type
Knowing your way around a computer keyboard and being able to touch-type can take your computer productivity to the next level. It means you can type faster and do not have to look at the keys. 

TypingClub is a free web-based application which helps you to learn to touch-type. It has options to have words, keys, etc spoken to you as you type, is fun and interactive, with games and challenges to keep you engaged. Get started with TypingClub 


[bookmark: _Toc98500082]Make an inaccessible document more accessible
RoboBraille is a very useful web-based tool for making documents more accessible. If you have a document (such as a PDF or poorly scanned image) which you cannot read visually or with a screen reader, RoboBraille will attempt to convert this into an accessible version of the content. 

RoboBraille has its limitations and is not a long-term solution for making documents accessible. It should only be relied on as a last resort. Schools, colleges and universities should always ensure their documents and reading material are provided in accessible formats. The best way to do this is to make the document accessible at the point at which it is created. To learn more about how education professionals can make documents accessible, read our guide ‘Implement accessibility from beginning to end’.


[bookmark: _Toc97022843][bookmark: _Toc98500083]Getting help
Here are some handy contacts for getting further help with Windows, Apple and Google accessibility.

[bookmark: _Toc97022844][bookmark: _Toc98500084]Microsoft Disability Answer Desk
The Microsoft Disability Answer Desk can provide assistance with accessibility features available for Microsoft Windows and Microsoft 365.
· Phone: 0800 026 0584
· Note: also available via video call through the free Be My Eyes app.

[bookmark: _Toc97022845][bookmark: _Toc98500085]Apple Accessibility Helpline
The Apple Accessibility Helpline can provide assistance with accessibility features available on iPhone, iPad and Mac devices.
· Phone: 0800 107 6285
· Email: accessibility@apple.com.

[bookmark: _Toc97022846][bookmark: _Toc98500086]Google Disability Support
The Google Disability Support service can provide assistance with accessibility features available for Google products including Android devices and Google Workspace i.e., Google Docs, Sheets and Slides.
· Email: disability-support@google.com
Note: also available via video call through the free Be My Eyes app.



[bookmark: _Toc98500087]Vital Tech links
The tech experts at Thomas Pocklington Trust have created some really handy guides and information relating to all things assistive technology. Here are a few useful links to relevant pages on their Vital Tech website:
· Guide To Computers & Laptops for Visually Impaired – Vital Tech
· Screen readers and magnifiers - Vital Tech
· Smartphone magnifier and contrast - Vital Tech
· Guide To Smartphone screen readers - Vital Tech



[bookmark: _Toc98500088]The Student Support Service
The Thomas Pocklington Trust Student Support Service is here to support blind and partially sighted students aged 11+ to get the most out of their secondary, college and university education.
We believe that everyone should have the opportunity to thrive in education. That is why we have produced a range of resources and information for students (including mature students), parents and carers and professionals, on everything related to 11+, post 16 and university education.

Our website has a wealth of information, guides and resources to support you on your education journey, so check them out, you’re bound to find something useful!
https://www.pocklington-trust.org.uk/student-support/

If you have questions or require more in-depth support, get in touch!
· Contact us via email at studentsupport@pocklington-trust.org.uk
· Call our student support line on 0203 757 8040. 
Our line is manned every Tuesday and Wednesday between 10am and 4pm. Outside of these hours, you will be asked to leave your name, number and a short message and a member of our team will return your call.
· You can also connect with other blind and partially sighted students and share information and tips via our Student Support Facebook group (16+), Join our Student Support Community Facebook group
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