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The world is changing. At work, at 
home, at leisure and in our social lives, 
computers and information technology 
(IT) are becoming more and more 
important. If you don’t know how to 
use a personal computer (PC) or how 
to access the internet (or ‘get online’), 
this can be frightening. 

Even if you do know how but because 
of ill health, injury or disability (IID) are 
worried that you might not be able to 
continue, you may feel you’re going to be 
excluded.

Neither of these need be true. IT can 
make all the difference to your life both 
at home and work. Whatever barrier 
you think prevents you from using a 
computer and the internet, Doing IT 
Differently will help you to overcome it. 

IT can be designed to suit the individual 
– you – rather than the other way round. 
This booklet is full of practical tools, 
ideas and suggestions that other people 
have used to enable them to use IT to do 
what they want. 

Whether or not you’ve used a computer 
before, whether or not you’ve an illness, 
injury or disability, whether or not you’re 
working, this booklet will show you how 
to choose or adapt a computer to suit 
you and your needs.

There are a lot of IT options, a lot of 
suppliers and, most of all, a lot of 
jargon. It can be overwhelming. This 
booklet will enable you to cut through 
it. It will show you what you can do to 
get back to computing or even to begin 
for the first time. What’s more, most of 
these ideas are not expensive. You will 
be surprised at what you can do at little 
or no cost to make your IT suit you.

Having said all that, you may well 
encounter barriers to getting what you 
need and this booklet will try to help 
you overcome them. If you think you 
don’t know much about IT you’re not 
alone. Many people who should know 
better including government, doctors, 
employers, and computer suppliers are 
often unaware of the full potential of 
IT today. Show them this booklet and 
also tell us about any barriers you run 
into. RADAR is campaigning for greater 
support for people who want to use IT at 
home and we want to hear about your 
experience.
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Doing IT Differently

IID: ill-health, injury or disability. RADAR’s 

Doing Life Differently series of booklet is aimed 

at people who, because of their ill-health, injury 

or disability, may want or need to do things 

differently. Doing IT Differently is one of the 

booklets in the series. The big difference is that 

DITD is also of interest to people who don’t have 

an IID so read on.

IT: information technology. Some people 

talk about communications technology or 

information and communication technology 

(ICT). In this booklet when we talk about access 

to IT, we’re mainly talking about using personal 

computers (PCs), both desktops and laptops. 

But other sorts of new technology such as 

mobile phones (smartphones) and TVs are 

becoming more and more accessible too and 

many of the ideas mentioned in this booklet will 

also be relevant to these other technologies 

now or in the future. Ask your IT assessor if a 

feature we mention here for PCs is available on 

your phone. (There’s more on assessments on 

page 19.)
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Who is this booklet for? 
Everybody. Doing IT Differently is for 
people of ALL ages and ALL levels of 
experience who use or would like to 
use information technology. Whether 
you’re 9 or 99, whether you’re a 
complete beginner or a computer geek, 
you’ll find something in here for you. 
This booklet is also for anyone who is 
the parent or carer of someone who 
might like to use IT. 

Because it’s aimed at everybody, the 
booklet will be used in different ways 
by different people. You may well not 
want to read it all. Have a look at the 
questions below to work out where best 
to start.

1 Doing IT Differently

Doing Work Differently 
Enabling everyone to use computers and information technology

1. Have you used a computer before?

NO

Start reading at ‘Why do I need IT?’ 
on page 8. If that convinces you you’d 
like to use a computer, then reading on 
through the rest of the booklet will help 
you work out what to do next.

Go on to next question.

2. Do you have an illness, injury or 
disability (IID)?

If you don’t have an IID but simply 
want to use your computer more 
efficiently and safely, there’s still 
plenty here for you. Check out the 
box on healthy computing (page 33) 
and the sections ‘What can I get for 
nothing?’ (page 22) and ‘Cheap as 
Chips’ (page 25). By following the 
advice here you will: 
  considerably reduce your risk of 

getting a computer-related injury and 
  learn how to work more efficiently at 

the same time.
There’s also information on safety 
online on page 24.

NO YES

Go on to next question.

YES

Í Í

Í

üüüüüüË

Í Í

Í

üüüüüüË
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This booklet is for people who work, 
people who study and for people who 
don’t do either. If we talk more about 
work than home, it is because when it 
comes to adapting technology, there is 
much practical help available from your 
employer and the government if you 
work or are in education and we want 
to discuss all that. However, the ideas 
in the text and in the case-studies apply 
equally if you just want to use your PC 
for fun at home. 

Similarly, if this booklet talks more 
about physical than non-physical IIDs, 
it is because most of the barriers to IT 
are physical. But the benefits are for 
everyone, whatever their IID. Indeed, IT 
and the internet can help overcome the 
isolation that people with some non-
physical IIDs like depression, learning 
disabilities or autism feel in a way that 
sometimes even real human contact 
cannot.

If you already know that you want a 
computer or want to get online but don’t 
think you can afford it, this booklet also 
outlines possible sources of financial 
and practical help (see page �9). If 
you have money concerns, you should 
also check out RADAR’s Doing Money 
Differently booklet.

Doing IT Differently

3. Do you think your IID stops you 
from using a computer?

Start reading at section 2, 
‘Sounds good. But I can’t 
use a computer’ on page 12. 
If that convinces you that 
you can use a computer, 
then reading on through the 
rest of the booklet will help 
you work out what to do 
next. If it doesn’t convince 
you, tell us at RADAR.

YES NO

Start reading at section 3, 
‘How can I choose my own 
computer?’ on page 16.

Í Í

Í
üüüüüüüüüüüüüüüüüüüüüüüË
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Why do I need IT?
 
Computers are everywhere. At work, 
more and more jobs require them. At 
home, they’re built into cars, ovens and 
TVs so you probably have a lot of IT in 
the home even if you’ve never bought 
a PC. Everyone who provides you with 
a service from doctors to councils to 
your local pub uses them. Perhaps most 
important of all, they’re fun – at any age.

Some people seem to know instinctively 
how to use a computer and this can be 
disturbing if you don’t. But the fact is 
that nearly anyone can learn and if you 
turn your back on IT you’re missing out 
on a lot. In fact, IT can open many doors 
you may think are closed including 
the door to all the possibilities of the 
internet.

These are some of the reasons why it 
makes sense to think about what IT can 
do for you.

IT can improve your job 
prospects 
Stephen Hawking is a Cambridge 
professor. His books include the record-
breaking best-seller A Brief History of 
Time. He even has a scientific theory 
named after him – Hawking radiation. 
Nobody would say that Stephen Hawking 
is not capable of work. His track record 
proves the opposite. He is one of 
Britain’s greatest living scientists.

     Working it out 
    Danny, 19

‘My job as a tiler is obviously pretty 
hands on but you still can’t avoid a bit 
of reading and writing. Recently I got 
asked to clean up an antique tiled floor. 
Thing is I read slowly and don’t find it 
easy to get information from books. But 
I knew I needed to check this job out 
before I did anything because the floor 
was over 100 years old. 

I never thought about using a computer. 
I thought they were for the fun stuff but 
I didn’t realise the possibilities. Not by 
a long way. Luckily, I’ve got a techie 
mate. He showed me a computer screen 
reader with ‘text to speech’ technology. 
Using this, I ‘read up’ about restoring 
tiles online. Before I started I had to 
contact a couple of specialist companies 
too. Because the screen reader had 
helped me to ‘read up’ about it, I was 
able to ask the right questions. 

Now I’ve started using the reader for 
work letters too. Spell-checkers pick up 
obvious mistakes but what if the mistake 
is also a word? For example, I don’t want 
to give a quote offering to tilt the floor 
instead of tile it! Using a screen-reader 
to read your letter back to you solves the 
problem. It also helps because you can 
hear if the letter ‘sounds’ right and you 
aren’t just repeating yourself. Wish I’d 
known all this when I was still at school.

My mate downloaded me a free screen-
reader but I’m told that even very good 
ones are only about £50.’

1

Doing IT Differently 
Enabling everyone to use computers and information technology
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Doing IT Differently

But without his computer Stephen 
Hawking would never have been able 
to continue working once he became 
seriously disabled. He uses a specially 
designed input device that enables him 
to use small movements of his body to 
type into a computer which then reads 
back what he has written using a voice 
synthesizer. 

Computers can improve your job 
prospects too, regardless of whether you 
have a severe IID like Stephen Hawking, 
a mild IID or no IID at all. And 99% of the 
ways of doing IT differently are far, far 
easier than Professor Hawkings’.

Most jobs today require some sort of 
computer-use and many require a wide 
range of computer skills. By improving 
your computer skills you will increase 
considerably the type and number of 
jobs you can apply for. 

Computing can also enable people with 
an IID to remain in the job they already 
have.

IT can enable you to 
work or run your own 
business from home
If you can’t or don’t want to get a job 
working for someone else, computers 
can help you to run your own business 
from home. Email, letters, marketing, 
presentations, accounts, managing 
appointments, meetings and contacts 
– all are essential to a small business 
and all are easy to do on a PC.

Moreover, knowing how to use a 
computer also puts you in touch – via 
the internet – with a whole world of 
potential clients and colleagues. 
Hundreds of thousands of people now 
work from home in the UK. If you can 
use a computer, you can join them.

IT can allow you to 
access education, 
training and other 
support
There are three ways of accessing 
education and training. You can go out 
to a course, you can have a trainer come 
to your house or you can study online. 
Computers make all three of these 
easier. You can find courses and training 
all over the country online. 

Even more usefully, a PC is an 
invaluable educational tool in its own 
right. As technology gets better, so too 
does online learning. You can watch or 
listen to lectures and videos on your 
PC. You can talk to your classmates 
and teacher. You can share work and 
projects. You can carry out academic 
research. From anywhere you can get 
online and all without leaving your desk.

You can also get advice, counselling and 
therapy online. Many people find this 
more accessible and more comfortable 
than telephone or face to face contact.
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IT makes shopping, 
paying bills, banking 
and even driving less 
hassle
If you ever buy anything or need to pay 
bills – and pretty much all of us do – it 
is possible to do it online using your 
PC. Most bills can be paid securely over 
the internet. You can even manage your 
bank account yourself. No more hanging 
on the telephone for ages being told 
by an electronic voice that your call is 
important and will be answered soon.

More and more government services  
are being delivered online through 
www.direct.gov.uk making it easier to 
buy a TV licence, apply for a driving 
licence, find out about your rights and 
much more besides. 

IT can save money  
and effort
Doing things online can save you time 
and money. Sometimes prices are lower 
or there are reductions in bills for paying 
them online. Price comparison websites 
can sometimes identify savings. But 
think of all the travel – you’ll save time 
and money here. If you work from home, 
for example, you save the time and costs 
of a return journey to work every single 
working day – it really does add up.

IT makes you more 
independent
If you have an IID, many of the things 
you rely on others to do for you, you 
can actually do online – weekly food 
shopping, booking a taxi, booking an 
appointment, claiming benefits.

Doing IT Differently 
Enabling everyone to use computers and information technology
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Doing IT Differently

What do I need to know about the law?

IT brings you closer to 
people 
Computers seem impersonal but these 
days they’re not. They don’t only talk to 
the millions of other computers around 
the world; they can also communicate 
with mobile and fixed-line phones too. 
If, for whatever reason, you don’t leave 
your home very often, they can be a real 
liberation.

You can send messages by email. You 
can send chat messages in real-time 
which appear on other users‘ screens 
as you send them. You can meet people 
via forums and chat-rooms. You can 
make friends and find dates. You can 
also, of course, keep in touch with the 
family and friends you already have 
– regardless of where they live. 

IT can replace other 
technologies 
Talking of keeping in touch, you can 
even ‘telephone’ via your computer 
using its high-speed internet 
connection often at a fraction of the 
price of the phone or even free.

Or you can catch up with television and 
radio programmes online at a time to 
suit you regardless of the time of the 
broadcast. As for music, you need never 
use a CD player again.

Computer software can also replace 
more specialist equipment – for 
example, the traditional, expensive 
minicom used by some people with 
hearing disabilities. (A screen phone can 
offer something similar in a telephone).

IT is fun
You can play games on your computer, 
make, watch or share movies, watch 
telly, listen to the radio, make, watch 
or share music, collect and display 
photos, do your family tree, write, 
edit books, magazines and websites, 
manage a football team, fight dragons, 
drive Formula 1 cars. The only limit is 
your imagination. 

The internet is truly a great resource 
for pretty much everything and it is 
becoming easier to use all the time. At 
the end of �008, new standards – the 
Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 
� (or WCAG �) – were agreed that 
should make websites accessible to 
all regardless of IID. Of course, not all 
websites follow WCAG � yet but we are 
getting there slowly. (Fellow users and 
IT experts can often help you find ways 
round the barriers to access that still 
exist on some websites.)

A computer can make even very boring 
chores like keeping track of your money 
more fun. Honest.
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2 Sounds good. But I can’t use a computer

Yes, you can. The many reasons that 
people give for not being able to use 
a computer usually boil down to just 
three:

   ‘I can’t learn to do this. It’s too hard 
and always goes wrong.’ or

   ‘I can’t do this because of my ill 
health, injury or disability’ or

   ‘I can’t afford it.’

The first two are not true. There are very 
few people who cannot use a computer. 
Even money may be less of a barrier 
than you think. Let’s discuss these 
reasons in more detail.

I can’t learn to use a 
computer. It’s too hard.
Think of the example of driving a car. 
When cars first appeared most people 
thought they were far too dangerous and 
complicated for them to drive. Now it is 
accepted that pretty much anyone can 
learn to do it.

There are people in their 80s and 
90s driving. Thanks to the aids and 
adaptations now available, it is quite 
possible – and safe – to drive a car with 
an IID. It is even possible to drive a car 
using your eyes only. 

All of these statements are true about 
computers too. In fact, PCs are even 
easier to use than cars and far, far safer. 
The worst thing that can happen when 
your PC crashes is that you’ll lose what 
you’ve been working on. When a car 
crashes, the results are usually much 
more serious.

If you can write a short shopping list in 
your head, you are capable of learning 
to use a computer. Many councils and 
other local organisations now provide 
basic computer training. Your local 
library is a good place to find out. They 
can also advise you about the many 
introductory computing books available.

There is useful information, especially 
for older would-be computer-users, 
on the government’s website (www.
direct.gov.uk) – computer firms are 
now marketing PC packages for older 
users such as Microsoft’s PC Senior. The 
government also backs learndirect’s 
network of 6,000 online centres across 
the UK (www.ukonlinecentres.com or 
call 0800 77 1���). They can help get you 
up and running. 

Many of the organisations listed under 
Resources on page �6 also offer courses 
in basic IT.

Doing IT Differently 
Enabling everyone to use computers and information technology
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Sounds good. But I can’t use a computer

42     Working it out
    Joan, 73

‘I started using a computer when my son 
gave us his old one and insisted that 
we learn to use it. I had used a word-
processor at work but I retired before 
emails, the internet and digital cameras 
were the norm. The PC was much 
more complicated than my old word-
processor and I’d never used a mouse 
before.

My sons would show me how to do 
things but I’d never really remember 
even if I wrote it down. The trouble 
was I was scared to touch it in case 
I did something wrong and you can’t 
ever learn anything without actually 
practising it. Going to a course at the 
local library really helped. Here you 
could practise hands-on and there was 
a tutor available if you needed help. 
I learned a lot but the main lesson I 
learned was that it is very difficult to 
do something seriously wrong. You can 
‘undo’ or revert to the last version you 
saved. And once you understand clicking 
and double clicking, the mouse isn’t too 
bad.

I send emails, use the internet and like 
listening to talking books on my PC. 
But I think the feature I like best is the 
photos. We travel quite often and used to 
spend a fortune on having our pictures 
developed. Now we store, print and 
share our photos using the computer 
and I can delete all the close-ups of my 
husband’s finger. 

I also pay things like the phone bill online 
and that’s been a lot cheaper too since I 
started emailing my grandchildren who 
live at the other end of the country.’



1�

I can’t use a computer 
because of my ill health, 
injury or disability
Aids and adaptations are improving 
everyday and now there is virtually 
no illness, injury or disability that 
cannot be overcome. This includes 
both physical and non-physical such 
as learning disabilities, mental health 
problems, dyslexia and autism. (Indeed, 
because using a computer is so 
personal and so powerful, many people 
with non-physical IIDs find them the 
ideal environment for communication 
and creativity.)

Think again about the scientist Stephen 
Hawking whom we mentioned on page 
8. If you can’t use a keyboard, you can 
talk to your computer. If you can’t see 
the screen, the computer can talk to 
you. If you can’t organise your day, the 
computer can help. And that’s just the 
tip of a very big iceberg.

Still not convinced? If you have a mobile 
phone, it’s highly likely you’re using a 
small computer already. And a PC with a 
bigger screen is far, far easier. Read on. 
You’ll be amazed at how easy PCs can 
be and how many aids and adaptations 
are available.

If you do encounter difficulties finding 
the right help or the right adaptations, 
remember that the main barrier 
to your using a computer is almost 
certainly lack of awareness rather 
than technology. If someone tells you 
that what you need doesn’t exist, ask 
someone else. (For useful people to ask, 
see the Resources list on page �6.)

The first thing which may surprise you is 
that you can choose the computer that 
suits you. (See page 16.)

I can’t afford it
We won’t pretend that this isn’t a real 
problem but IT prices are falling all the 
time. Plus there is sometimes practical 
help available as the government tries 
to remove barriers to work and to 
encourage all of us to use the internet. 
(See the chapter ‘What Practical Help is 
Available?” on page �9.) 

You may also be able to borrow a PC 
(ask your local group for people with 
IIDs) or use a public one in, for example, 
the library.

By reading this booklet and 
understanding exactly what you 
need, you will be in better position to 
overcome any financial barriers. (And if 
after your best efforts, the barriers still 
remain, tell RADAR – your experience 
helps us campaign for change.)

Doing IT Differently 
Enabling everyone to use computers and information technology
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Sounds good. But I can’t use a computer

     Working it out
    Vinny, 28

‘I live in a nursing home where they’re 
great but, of course, they have to do 
everything for me. Get me up, wash me, 
dress me, sit me in my wheelchair. My 
one release is my music. I love hip-hop.

I can still speak, quietly but clearly, so 
the idea of controlling my computer 
with my voice immediately appealed to 
me. I had the assessment and the basic 
introduction to speech recognition from 
the assessor and then he left me for 
three weeks to play with the kit.

It opened my life back up again.  
I bought a huge external hard drive and 
re-catalogued all my music onto it. Now 
I use speech recognition to choose 
albums and tracks and change volume: 
also for e-mail. It’s amazing what you  
can do.  
 

3

When the assessor came back he 
told me I was using mouse control 
techniques even he’d never seen before. 
It was question of having to – and 
wanting to.

I’ve taught my dad to use it – and my 
brother and a mate. When I had my fall, 
my whole life went down with me. The 
PC can’t give me back my movement or 
autonomy but it has given me a degree of 
independence and, most importantly, it’s 
given me back my music. I’ve learned so 
much about speech recognition now that 
I’m looking into becoming a trainer.

The other thing I need to stress is that 
all this is not expensive. I do all this on 
a standard PC. The speech recognition 
software cost £135 and half-a-day’s 
training about £275.’
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3 How can I choose my own computer?

Any colour so long as 
it’s black
We don’t know for sure whether 
pioneering car manufacturer Henry 
Ford actually said of his Model T, ‘you 
can have it any colour so long as it’s 
black’ but the phrase has stuck. 

But look at how cars have changed in 
the last hundred years. You can have 
a car in every colour, every shape and 
every size, with different types of bodies, 
materials, windows, engines, seating, 
accessories. The choice is endless.

If you want a car you usually make a list 
of the features you need and use that to 
narrow your choice. 

It’s the same with most consumer 
products. Look around an electrical 
shop and you’ll see a hundred different 
types of toaster – � slice, � slice, 
sandwich settings, bagels, waffles, hash 
browns and muffin settings, pop-up, 
oven, conveyor, in every material, colour, 
shape and design you can imagine. And 
all we’re talking about is something to 
brown bread!

When it comes to something that can do 
far, far more – the computer, the choice 
has, for a long time, appeared much 
narrower. For many years, it was a case 
of ‘any colour so long as it’s beige’. All 
computers seemed to come in a nasty 
off-white colour with a cramped monitor 
screen that took up a lot of space and a 
mouse and keyboard. We were expected 
to adapt how we worked to suit the 

computer. That’s not the case any more. 
Now computers can be adapted to suit 
us. When it comes to choice PCs, like 
cars, have come a long way. 

Today there is a mind-boggling amount 
of choice: computers, monitors, output 
devices and input devices come in 
all shapes, sizes and colours. Their 
specifications and set-ups can be fine-
tuned to do pretty much anything and 
suit pretty much anyone. 

I guarantee that unless you are already 
a very experienced computer user, 
you’ll be amazed by how much you can 
customise your computer to suit your 
needs and what you want to do with it. 
These days it is true to say that every 
computer has the potential to be unique. 
What counts is how you set it up, once 
you take it out of the box.

The computer I’m using to write this 
booklet is set up for me – nobody 
else’s is exactly the same. In this way, 
computers offer more choice to us, 
the users, than even cars. There are 
far more options, aids and adaptations 
available for computers than there 
are for cars and most of them are far 
cheaper.

As we’ll see in the next section there are 
now dozens of ways of putting data into 
your computer and getting it out again. 
Your computer can be set up to suit you 
regardless of what you want to do or 
how, physically, you want to do it.
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How can I choose my own computer?

What do I need to think 
about? 
Here we’re talking about PCs but the 
same principles apply to all gadgets 
including phones. Think about:

   the way you enter data into the PC 
(called input choices in this booklet)

   the way you get data back out again 
(output choices)

   the way you use your body to do both 
(interface choices)

The most obvious input choice with 
a PC is the one that comes with the 
computer: a mouse and keyboard. But 
there are others available. There are 
dozens of other designs of mice and 
keyboards plus there are other input 
devices you can work with your voice, 
your hands, your feet, your eyes or 
your mouth (see the box on page 18). 
Even if you stick with the standard 
mouse and keyboard there are dozens 
of things you can do to make inputting 
easier including keyboard shortcuts, 
personalising system preferences and 
installing utility programs.

The standard output choice is the 
computer screen but here again there 
are a variety of screen types and 
sizes available and, by using system 
preferences and utility programs, you 
can adapt your screen to suit your 
needs. A screen is not the only way 
your computer can communicate with 
you. It can talk to you, turn speech into 

sign language or print material out, 
including, for example, in Braille. 

Related to this is the question of how 
you access the Internet. If you have an 
IID, you’ll want to choose an internet 
service provider (ISP) who understands 
your needs. A local group for people 
with IIDs can probably advise you. 
You’ll certainly want a good broadband 
connection if you want to use all the 
features that improve access to the 
Internet.

The most common interface choice is 
to sit at the computer with the keyboard 
on a desk, the mouse to the right and 
the screen behind the keyboard. But this 
can be altered to suit you in a variety of 
ways. In theory, you can sit, stand or lie. 
You can use different chairs, keyboards, 
mice or screen types or positions for 
maximum comfort. A mouse alone can 
have one, two, three, or even five or 
more buttons, each set to do a different 
job. 

Add into the mix all the other input 
and output choices that we’ve already 
mentioned and there really are a 
thousand and one ways to interface with 
your PC. Finding the one that suits you 
may require a professional assessor. 

Even if you think your IID only affects you 
in one way, think about all three types 
of solution – input, output and interface. 
The right computer set-up for you will 
almost certainly be a mixed solution. 

Make a list of the features that you want 
just as you would when buying a car.  
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There are dozens of ways of 
communicating with your computer as 
this list proves. One or more of these 
options will almost certainly suit you. 
Not happy with one option? Choose 
another on the list and find out about 
that.

   Keyboard
    Extended Keyboard
   Ergonomic Keyboard
   Smaller Keyboard
    Foldable Keyboard
   Chorded Keyboard
   One Handed Keyboard
   Larger Keyboard
   On-screen Keyboard
   Touchscreen
   Switches
   Pedals
   Joysticks
   Optical Character Recognition
   Speech (or voice) recognition
    Pointing Devices
   Mechanical Mouse
   Optical Mouse
   Air (or inertial) Mouse
    Head Mouse 
   Foot Mouse
   Mouth-operated Mouse
   Scroll Wheel
   Tilt Wheel
   Scroll Ball 
   Trackball
    Touchpad
   Stylus
   Stylus and graphics pad
   Eye tracking – controlling the 

computer with the motion of  
your eyes

Doing IT Differently 
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 Input Options

A professional assessor can help you do 
this. As well as helping you get the right 
technology, an assessor can help you 
access the grants to pay for it. There’s 
more about assessment on page 19.

How do I decide what  
I need? 
It makes sense to consider the aids and 
adaptations available for the modern 
computer in three categories:

   things that will help everyone

   things I can trial for myself

   things that require a professional 
assessment.

Some of the suggestions made in this 
booklet will help everyone. For example, 
for most readers, learning the keyboard 
short-cuts will save time and reduce the 
risk of future overuse problems. 

Some adaptations you can try for 
yourself. Many of the suggestions in the 
section ‘What Can I Get For Nothing?’ on 
page ��, you can try out yourself. Check 
out the various system preferences on 
your PC. Check out free utility programs. 
You can also experiment with your set-
up: moving your screen, changing the 
position of your mouse or keyboard, 
adjusting your chair. You can experiment 
with some of the cheaper items 
mentioned in Cheap as chips on page 
�5. Many computer users have several 
mice and keyboards and are constantly 
experimenting and changing. 
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3 I’m working and I want to keep working

headaches or general difficulties in 
reading and writing – the exact reason 
for these difficulties is rarely important. 

Having said that, sometimes the 
diagnosis of your IID does matter. If 
you have a condition that will get more 
severe, for example, it is useful for an 
assessor to know this when designing 
solutions. But diagnosis is not the 
starting point. The starting point is what 
you can and cannot do. And nobody 
knows that better than you.

Do I need a  
professional  
assessment?
We’ve compared computers to cars 
throughout this booklet and the 
comparison still holds when it comes to 
assessment.

Many people with IIDs can make their 
motoring choices themselves. A driver 
with arthritis in the upper body, for 
example, might choose a model with 
automatic transmission and very 
good power-steering to minimise the 
workload on the arms. The local car 
dealer can usually help with this. But 
for someone with a more severe IID 
– or the same driver if his condition 
worsens – the solution might not come 
as standard. If this is the case, the local 
dealer is not likely to be able to help and 
a professional assessment at a Mobility 
Centre is called for.

Run the Accessibility Wizard if you 
use Windows (or adjust the Universal 
Access system preferences if you use 
a Mac). This will help you choose the 
best options for overcoming difficulties 
reading the screen or with hearing 
or with using the keyboard or mouse. 
You can take this a step further and 
do your own online assessment using 
AbilityNet’s My Computer, My Way 
website (www.abilitynet.org.uk/myway).

Are there special aids 
for my particular IID?
So far this booklet hasn’t mentioned 
any specific illness, injury or disability. 
Why? Because as far as computer use 
is concerned, your IID is not the main 
issue. It is important to understand this 
when considering what you need.

What matters is how you use the 
computer and what you want to be able 
to do on it. The question is not ‘what IID 
do you have?’ but ‘what can and can’t 
you do?’ 

Assume, for example, that you can’t 
use your right hand. Perhaps you don’t 
have one. Perhaps you have a painful 
repetitive strain injury. Perhaps you’ve 
broken your wrist. It doesn’t really 
matter. As far as using your computer 
is concerned the solution is likely to be 
pretty much the same in all these cases.

The solutions in this booklet are 
designed to overcome injuries or 
impairments, aches and pains, 
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     Working it out
    Tony, 35

‘I have a genetic condition which means 
my sight is steadily worsening. These 
days I really can’t see anything at all. 
But I knew this was coming and learned 
to touch-type in my teens.

Over the years I’ve gone through every 
stage of the adaptation process. I began 
with changes of colour, character size, 
font choices etc using built-in options. 
Then I got an electronic magnifier so that 
I could use printed text and books in my 
studies and early work. Then I moved 
to a software magnification package 
with some output speech. Then, when 
my sight was no longer practical or 
efficient but was still possible, I moved 
to a screenreader. What do I do? I work 
as an IT consultant. Yes, deteriorating 
conditions can be handled quite 
efficiently these days.

I do most of my work remotely so I’m 
pretty sure that most of my contacts and 
customers – those who have not met my 
guide dog, anyway – have no idea that 
I’m blind.’

4

Theoretically, the same is true of 
computers. But the reality is that your 
local computer dealer, your employer 
and sometimes even your doctor may 
well know less about IIDs (and IT) than 
even your local car dealer! So if you 
can’t see a solution, aren’t offered one, 
aren’t satisfied with the one you’ve got 
or think more can be done, it makes 
sense to see a professional. You 
certainly should not give up without a 
professional assessment whatever your 
local computer dealer or your employer 
might say. If they say there is nothing 
you can do, they are almost certainly 
wrong. 

An assessor can visit you at your home 
or workplace to assess what you can 
and can’t do and make suggestions. 
Or you can get a remote assessment 
(carried out over the internet) or, simply, 
telephone help. An assessor may 
recommend off the shelf technologies – 
or, more usually, a combination of them 
– or help you to find a more customised 
solution. There is almost certainly a 
solution out there for you.

Although professional assessments will 
help – and are sometimes essential – 
the best test of whether a solution is for 
you is whether it is comfortable to use 
day in and day out. So if you can borrow 
or trial stuff from friends or suppliers, it 
can be useful to do so. Only by actually 
using something can you know for sure 
if it is for you. But do so with care. Using 
inappropriate equipment or using kit 
wrongly can make a problem worse or 
lead you to conclude – wrongly – that 
alternatives don’t work.  

If you’re not sure what you’re doing, get 
a professional assessment.

There is a list of organisations which 
can help with assessments in Resources 
on page �6. Payment will often be 
according to ability to pay. If you’ll be 
using computer at work or in formal 
education, there is also the possibility 
of assistance from the government, 
your employer or your local education 
authority. There’s more about practical 
help on page �9.
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     Working it out
    Sally-Ann, 22

‘I always struggled with organisation 
and writing. At school I was in detention 
everyday for not doing my homework. 
My reports at university were not much 
better.
 
Part of it is that when I write I’m not 
as articulate as when I’m speaking. I 
can’t do the structure. It’s because like 
other people with Asperger’s Syndrome 
I think down-up. We don’t see things in 
context and generalise from previous 
similar experiences. We just see things 
relationally. You ask me about using the 
underground and I’ll tell you about my 
new yellow Dr Martens because last 
time I used the tube was to have lunch 
with a friend when I had sweet corn 
which is yellow like my boots!
 
Mind-mapping software – there’s a free 
version online – helps me structure 
my writing so I don’t go off on these 
tangents.’ 

5

My handwriting is terrible. I never 
bothered to learn because it slowed 
down my train of thought but now I can 
use speech recognition software or talk 
into a dictaphone. I then download the 
sound files and edit them on my PC.
 
At school I was bullied and reclusive. 
Online chat kept me in touch with people 
– something people with Asperger’s 
aren’t good at as we tend to forget 
people once we can’t physically see 
them. Now I love social networking sites 
like My Space. You don’t have to worry 
about body language on a computer so 
it’s much easier to interact.
 
My iPhone keeps me organised when 
I’m out. If I get lost I use the GPS system 
which tells me where the nearest station 
is. Listening to music helps to calm me 
down when I feel my senses are getting 
overloaded. Plus the alarms are really 
useful as I tend to get absorbed in things 
and forget what I have to do.
 
I know some people are wary about 
allowing people with autism to use the 
internet. It’s true that because we don’t 
understand the social context, we can be 
too trusting. But it’s like with my writing. I 
know I go off at tangents so I take steps 
not to. If you spell out the online risks 
precisely we can adjust our behaviour to 
take that into account. In my experience 
the benefits more than outweigh the 
risks.’

Many people go for assessments. It’s no 
big deal. One of the leading assessors, 
AbilityNet, supports getting on for half a 
million people every year. 
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What can I get for 
nothing? 
A lot. Much of what you need is already 
inside your computer if you know 
where to look.

Free solutions will get most users a 
long way when it comes to accessible 
computing. Fact: most of the 
recommendations made by adaptive 
technology consultants AbilityNet are 
free. The three sources of free solutions 
are:

   changing the default settings on 
your computer

   learning shortcuts

   downloading free software.

Some of the suggestions in this section 
assume you can already find your way 
around your PC. If you can’t, consider 
some basic introductory training first.

Changing the defaults
Both your computer’s operating 
system and the programs you use can 
be tweaked to suit you by learning 
how to use the ‘Preferences’ panels, 
‘Accessibility Options’ and other built-in 
options (which you’ll find under ‘Tools’ 
or ‘Customise’ or ‘Settings’ or similar 
menu or panel). 

If you don’t know how to do this, ask 
a more experienced user, check the 
written or online documentation for 
the operating system or program you 
are using or look for guidance on the 
websites of organisations such as 
AbilityNet listed under Resources on 
page �6.

Ideally, get a more experienced user 
to work with you when changing 
preferences. Be careful, make a note (or 
take ‘screen shots’) of what you do and 
try one thing at a time. Having said that, 
most ‘Preference’ panels will enable 
you to reset to the default settings 
which means that you can mess about in 
reasonable safety.

You can change how your PC looks. You 
can change the screen background, 
the brightness, the colours, the sizes 
and types of fonts in your computer’s 
operating system, on the web and in 
your favourite programs.  
 

4 What adaptations are available?
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Shortcuts
Most computer software can be used 
out of the box. You pull down a few 
menus, hit a few keys and away you 
go. But because you can get going so 
quickly, some users never learn any 
more. They rely on pointing with the 
mouse and pulling down menus forever. 

But most program features can be 
accessed with a couple of key strokes 
– usually the shift key, alt key or control 
keys in combination with the regular 
keys. Some combinations like ‘control 
C’ (copy), ‘control X’ (cut) and ‘control V’ 
(paste) you may know. These are called 
keyboard shortcuts.

Some short-cuts work across programs. 
Others are program-specific. There 
are also the function keys. What do 
F1, F� and so on do in your favourite 
programs? F1 opens Help in Windows.

Learn the keyboard shortcuts for your 
PC and the programs you use. You don’t 
need them all – 10% of shortcuts do 
90% of what you want, so don’t worry. 
Learn the important few first. Check 
the written or online documentation for 
the operating system or program you 
are using. Shortcuts also often appear 
next to the drop-down menu item they 
replicate.

You can take this further by learning 
about keystroke saving techniques. 
Autocorrect and autotext in Microsoft 
Word are examples of keystroke saving 
techniques.  
 

Adjusting these can enhance contrast 
and make the screen far easier to read 
even for users with quite severe visual 
impairments. The solution to headaches 
and eyestrain may simply be to increase 
your screen’s ‘refresh rate’.

Your computer can be set-up to talk to 
you. It can describe your screen and 
read windows. Limited ‘text to speech’ 
is built into your PC (through Windows 
Narrator or – on the Mac – the Voiceover 
Utility). You can download free programs 
that take this further. Your PC can also 
sound alarms or provide other aural 
information using a range of built-in 
sounds.

Learn how to change the default 
settings in your favourite programs 
too. Just setting the auto-correct in 
a word-processing program so that 
misspellings are correctly spelled can 
make an enormous difference if you 
have dyslexia, for example. 

Fine tune your keyboard and mouse. You 
can slow down or speed up the rate at 
which your mouse and keyboard work. 
You can make the mouse pointer bigger. 
You can change the mouse buttons’ 
functions just as you can change the 
function of a particular combination of 
key strokes. 

Using an onscreen keyboard means 
you can do everything with a mouse or 
pointer or a switch and not touch the 
real keyboard at all if you prefer.
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There are also dozens of keystroke-
saving programs online to download. 
Abbreviation Expansion is an example. 
Fed up with beginning everything you 
write with ‘thank you for your email’? 
Create an abbreviation expansion so that 
typing, for example, ‘tye’ generates the 
same thing. 

Shortcuts and keystroke saving 
techniques reduce key strokes and 
mouse moves and will make you a 
faster and healthier computer-user. If 
you can’t hold down more than one key 
at once, no problem, software (such as 
Sticky Keys which is built into Windows) 
enables you to use a single finger or 
pointer to click one key after the other.

Again, there’s more about all this on 
the websites of organisations such as 
AbilityNet listed under Resources on 
page �6.

Free or cheap 
downloads
If you want to customise your computer 
in a particular way but you can’t do 
it using the utilities and preference 
options already installed in your 
computer, you may be able to download 
a utility program that will do it for you. 

This software, created by other 
computer-users and available over the 
internet, is often free, very cheap or 
shareware (meaning you can try it and 
pay something for it if you like). 

Many people, who would never dream of 
leaving their front door wide open or of 
taking sweets from strangers, do exactly 
that when online. 

Before you start using the internet, make 
sure you understand online safety. It’s 
not difficult and it’s not something that 
should put you off using the web but you 
do need to be streetwise on the internet 
superhighway. An experienced user or 
your dealer should be able to advise you. 
The key points to remember are:

   Make sure you have anti-virus 
software on your computer which you 
update regularly 

   Make sure you have a firewall that is 
switched on

   Don’t download or open any files or 
programs that you aren’t 100% sure 
about (especially email attachments)

   Consider the security of other 
people’s email addresses when 
sending group emails

   Be as careful online as you would 
be offline about who you give your 
financial details to 

   If a price is too low or an offer too 
good to be true, then it probably is too 
good to be true. Don’t be tempted.

More information on online safety at the 
government-backed website:  
www.getsafeonline.org.

Keeping Safe Online
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     Working it out
    Lynda, 32

‘I’m deaf but I can be a hearing 
person when I’m online. As a careers 
consultant, the internet and my PC open 
up both the hearing and deaf world to 
me.
 
I’ve been very keen on technology and 
gadgets ever since I realised just what a 
difference they could make. Perhaps the 
most important thing in my life, the thing 
that I can’t live without, is my computer.

At work, like most places, we have an 
email culture so I also use a smartphone 
when I’m out and about. I use online 
chat and messaging which I prefer to 
the phone – especially since Captel 
(captioned telephony) was scrapped for 
lack of funds. I’ve set my computer up 
so that the whole screen flashes when 
someone wants to chat with me.

I’m a member of deaf forums online and 
this has really helped my social life as 
the group of one forum meets once a 
month in a local pub. Deaf people are 
also taking over social networking sites 
like Facebook both to keep in touch and 
as a vehicle to promote deaf events.

Perhaps best of all, IT has given me my 
music back. I love my iPod. I use direct 
audio input shoes which plug straight 
into my hearing aids as headphones 
cutting out all sound except for the 
music.’

6

Cheap as chips 
If the built-in and free options aren’t 
enough, there really are dozens more 
alternatives out there which you can try. 
(See the box of input options on page 
18.) Most are not expensive and even 
those that are are becoming cheaper. In 
the 1990s speech recognition software 
cost thousands of pounds; today there 
are free versions.

Many people with visual impairments, 
for example, find the built-in solutions 
go a long way but the technologies can 
be taken further at low cost if necessary. 
There are all sorts of readers with 
different voices providing different 
types of information. This is rarely 
memory-hungry software and can often 
be carried around on a small memory 
stick and used on any machine. There 
are all sorts of magnifiers too. Braille 
output devices and Braille keyboards (or 
keyboard stickers) are also available.  
 

Mobile phone users will be familiar with 
so-called predictive texting. But the PC-
version goes much, much further than 
predictive texting on mobile phones. Set 
up and used properly, it can enable you 
to type long words with just a couple of 
key strokes.

Yes, there are lots of very useful little 
programs out there in computerland. 
But obviously you need to be careful 
about what you’re downloading and 
from where so seek advice from an 
experienced user before you download 
anything.
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Today, talking books often use 
a standard format for increased 
compatibility.

For those with physical impairments, 
larger or smaller versions of items can 
be helpful. Larger keyboard keys or 
a larger mouse, for example. Devices 
that respond to small movements are 
also available. There are trackballs as 
small as peas and as big as grapefruits 
– you’re sure to find the size that suits 
you.

Pointers and sticks can be attached 
to the head (or controlled in some 
other way) and used to press keys on 
a keyboard. Or on a touch-sensitive 
screen.

Joysticks aren’t just for playing games. 
It is possible with a single joystick to 
drive a car quite safely – and many 
disabled people do. Similar devices are 
available to drive your PC. 

Coloured or simplified keyboards can be 
useful for users with learning difficulties 
while software is available to simplify 
what appears on the screen. Actions can 
be linked to sounds, voices and music 
too. Other users with non-physical IIDs 
will find programs that can help with 
their particular challenges.

Your local computer store or online 
supplier will have a lot of kit available 
off the shelf. A quick search of a well-
known online store found over �00 types 
of mouse and over 150 keyboards. But 
for specialist kit, you’ll probably need 
a specialist assisted computing store. 

There are several online. A specialist 
assessor can advise you on this. See 
also our Resources list on page �6.

What if I need 
something more 
expensive? 
If you think you need specially-adapted 
kit or anything more expensive than the 
sort of item you can buy in a regular 
computer store, the best bet is to see 
a specialist – a professional assessor. 
(See the section Do I need a professional 
assessment? on page 19.)

A solution almost certainly exists for 
you. Look at the case studies in this 
book. Time and again skilled assessors 
like those listed in the Resources 
section on page �6 have come up 
with customised solutions that have 
overcome the most severe IIDs. 

If you need a professional assessment, it 
is possible that you will also be eligible 
for financial help which is discussed in 
the next section. 
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     Working it out 
    Peter, 46 
 

‘I’ve had multiple sclerosis for ten 
years. I walk with a stick. A surgically-
implanted pulse generator reduces the 
tremor on my right side, but I still can’t 
really use my right hand. When I try to 
write or type with it, the tremor just 
gets worse. Resting it on the edge of the 
desk gives a little bit of control but it’s 
still not very effective. Using a mouse is 
impossible. The cursor flies all over the 
place.

The assessor tackled the mouse issue 
first. He gave me a big adaptive trackball 
with a guard that I could rest my hand 
on. With a bit of practice I could move 
the cursor more fluidly. He tried a similar 
technique with the keyboard, giving 
me a compact keyboard, also with a 
key guard that I could rest my hand 
on. We developed a relaxation routine 
that must have doubled or tripled the 
reliability of my keystrokes. I was typing 
what I wanted to type – not the usual 
gobbledegook. It’s hard to explain the 
feeling without going over the top. It’s 
monumental.

The assessor ‘tuned’ my keyboard and 
mouse to ensure that they were working 
at my speed, not me at theirs. Using the 
keyboard rather than the mouse where 
possible boosted my effectiveness 
still further. Autocorrect corrected 
misspellings and Autotext allowed me to 
type standard phrases with just two or 
three keystrokes. 

I have to say I had no idea that any of this 
was possible. Most of these solutions 
have been around all the time I’ve had 
this disease. For ten years MS has 
slowly been robbing me of my ability. The 
computer assessor gave it back to me in 
an afternoon.

How could it happen that nobody in 
a decade had said anything about 
this to me? My GP, my consultant, 
my occupational therapists, my 
physiotherapists my employers. None 
of them said a word. The ignorance of 
these solutions is really astounding. Now 
I’m torn between feeling anger over the 
wasted years and delight over having so 
much given back to me. The expression 
‘it changed my life’ is overused but in this 
case it happens to be true.’

7
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It is quite possible to plug a microphone 
into your computer and talk to it just 
as if you were dictating a letter to a 
digital assistant. This sort of speech 
recognition technology is now becoming 
standard in computers and can be used 
in all sorts of applications. Once trained 
to your voice, it can be as much as 99% 
accurate and can produce text more 
quickly than touch-typing.

If you cannot use a mouse and keyboard 
– and even if you can but fancy chatting 
to your PC – ask an assessor about 
speech recognition software.

If you’ve not tried speech recognition 
recently because you’ve had a bad 
experience in the past, think again. This 
technology has improved considerably 
over the last couple of years. Make sure 
you have professionally-recommended 
software – free software may not be the 
best for you in this case – and the right 
hardware – a proper quality microphone, 
for example, not the computer’s built-in 
one.

Speech recognition      Working it out
    Ira, 41 
 

‘I have cerebral palsy. I cannot control 
my hands and arms and apart from my 
parents and closest friends, I know most 
people can’t really understand what I’m 
saying. 

For the first fifteen years of my life I had 
no way to write or to converse. Then a 
teacher noticed that I had good control 
over my feet. He set up a set of 6 buttons 
and connected them to a computer. He 
showed me a code relating a sequence 
of buttons to each letter of the alphabet. 
I pressed the buttons with my big toes. I 
reckon the teacher was surprised how 
well I could spell.

Using this same technique, I passed 
my exams and got a job. Of course, 
technology is improving all the time so 
frequent reassessments make sense. I 
now have a keyboard that I can actually 
use. Now my computer also talks for 
me, speaking in synthesised but clear 
speech. I was surprised how cheap 
the software was. Prices have really 
tumbled. I’ve added it to my computer at 
work and to my own laptop. Now I can 
talk down the pub too.’

8
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As we have seen, many of the ways 
you can customise your computer 
are free or cheap but if you do need a 
more expensive solution, there is help 
available.

Most assessors will charge for 
assessments on the basis of your 
ability to pay. If you are working or in 
education, the relevant government 
department or your employer or local 
authority or educational institution may 
pay for your assessment. You are more 
likely to be eligible for help if you’re 
covered by the Disability Discrimination 
Act (DDA).

I’m not disabled. How 
can I be covered by the 
DDA?
The important point to remember is that 
you do not have to consider yourself 
to be disabled to be covered. You don’t 
need to be on any benefits or have any 
particular passes, cards or badges. 
The law protects anyone who has a 
‘physical or mental impairment that has 
a substantial and long-term adverse 
effect on his or her ability to carry out 
normal day-to-day activities’. This 
includes using a computer and other IT.

The key thing is not the IID but its effect 
on you. Many IIDs that people might not 
normally think of as disabilities such 
as migraines and back pain – both of 
which can be caused by, or worsened by, 
computer use – are usually covered.

It is a good idea to check the DDA out 
because if you are covered, you cannot 
be discriminated against in employment 
(unless the employer can show that 
this discrimination is ‘justified’). 
Moreover, the DDA requires your 
employer by law to make ‘reasonable 
adjustments’ to your working conditions 
to accommodate your IID. As well as 
covering working hours and other 
practical arrangements, ‘reasonable 
adjustments’ includes paying for 
technology for you to do your job 
or upgrading or adapting existing 
equipment. You and your employer 
should be able to access help through 
the government’s Access to Work 
scheme.

To be certain of getting protection 
at work under the law, you need to 
make sure your employer knows 
about your IID. However, depending on 
your relationship with your employer, 
you might want to check out your 
legal rights beforehand by talking to 
your trade union, Citizens’ Advice or 
Jobcentre or Jobcentre Plus. They 
should be able to tell you about the DDA 
and Access to Work or you can look both 
up on the government’s website (www.
direct.gov.uk)

The Equality and Human Rights 
Commission oversees the relevant 
legislation and can advise you if you are 
covered by the DDA. There is far more 
about the DDA and working when you 
have an IID in RADAR’s Doing Work 
Differently guide also in the Doing Life 
Differently series. 

5 What practical help is available?

What practical help is available?
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What help is available 
if you’re in work?
The Access to Work (AtW) programme 
can help if you are already in work, 
self-employed or freelance or just 
starting a new job. AtW can provide 
advice and practical support to help 
you and your employer overcome any 
barriers preventing you from working 
– and that includes information 
technology. The scheme can provide 
grants of up to 100%.

An AtW Adviser will normally speak to 
you and your employer to assess your 
needs. If specialist or technical advice is 
needed – and it often is with computer 
solutions, the AtW Adviser can arrange 
this. Specialist computer assessors are 
listed under Resources on page �6.

But all this talk of grants should not 
leave you or your employer thinking this 
is going to be expensive. Most solutions 
are cheap, easy to use and available 
right now (especially for people who 
acquire an IID through work). Have a 
look at the case studies in RADAR’s 
Doing Work Differently for some 
examples.

Don’t assume your employer will 
know anything about all this. Research 
suggests � out of � employers have 
never heard of Access to Work. You will 
need to ask about it. (Show your boss 
this booklet and Doing Work Differently.) 

     Working it out
    Trisha, 39
 

‘I love my job. I work in a high street 
bank branch and as customers arrive, 
I meet and greet them and find their 
records on the computer.

I do this standing at a small table which 
is fine. I like being on my feet. But 
stretching down all the time to reach 
the mouse aggravated a neurological 
condition I already had. I had chronic 
pain in my right shoulder. I was getting 
tired much more quickly.

My boss thought the problem was my 
pre-existing condition not standing at a 
tiny table. But Access to Work brought in 
an assessor who twigged immediately. 

He suggested a slightly larger table at 
which I can sit or stand. (The height can 
be adjusted electronically.) Simply by 
putting a more compact keyboard on the 
table there’s now room for the mouse 
within easy reach. My arm is relaxed; I’m 
pain-free and working the hours that suit 
me. Before this I thought I’d have to go 
part-time.’

9

It is also up to you – not the employer 
– to apply and fill in the application form. 
Ask for help if you need it from your 
employer, trade union, Citizens’ Advice 
or Jobcentre or Jobcentre Plus.
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     Working it out
    Lara, 22
 

‘I wanted to go to university but with a 
young daughter and dyslexia I couldn’t 
see how I could manage it. Writing 
is a real trial for me. I went for an IT 
assessment and guess what the guy did? 
He changed the background colour on 
my PC from white to yellow. I couldn’t 
believe it. I literally squealed with 
pleasure, it made such a difference. He 
must have thought I was mad. 

Then he showed me predictive texting 
– so much better than that on my mobile 
phone. I just didn’t realise you could do 
that on a computer. Bigger text in the 
Courier font helped further because in 
Courier all the letters are the same width. 
When I’ve finished my essay, the text-to-
speech facility can read it back to me. It 
also helps with research. All of this was 
built into my computer already if only I’d 
known where to find it.

The assessor also told me that there 
were several hundred students 
with dyslexia on Disabled Students 
Allowance. So I’m not so unusual. Now I 
just have to sort out my childcare!.’

10

What help is available 
if you’re not in work?
If you are in school or in further or 
higher education, you may get help 
from central or local government. 
The government is very committed 
to educational computing. Your local 
authority can advise you. They also 
administer the various grants schemes 
for people in education for computer 
equipment. 
 
Other possible sources of help include:

   local authorities’ social services 
departments

   NHS communication aid and advice 
centres

   occupational and trade union 
benevolent funds

   service and ex-service associations

   local or national charities may 
also be able to help (once you’ve 
exhausted all possible sources of 
official help)

   also ask your assessor about 
second-hand and loan equipment.

Talk to local people in the same position 
as you. If you have an IID, talk to the 
local group for people with IIDs. If you’re 
older, talk to organisations for older 
people.
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6 What else do I need to know?

Most people sit at a desk to use their 
computer, operating it with a mouse 
and keyboard. All of these can be 
changed. You can work your computer 
sitting, standing or lying down. 

There are all sorts of chairs available 
and all sorts of desks. The key feature 
to look for is adjustability. On a good 
computer chair you should be able to 
adjust the height, the back and the arm 
positions. Again a specialist assessment 
can help you set up your desk and chair 
to suit you.

The ideal position for most PC-users for 
avoiding repetitive strain injuries (RSI) 
and other IIDs is one that allows you to 
sit at the desk with your feet flat (on a 
footrest if need be), your elbows bent 
at 90 degrees and your eyes looking 
straight at the screen. A monitor stand 
can help ensure the screen is at the 
right height and distance (about 60cm 
away). Chairs should support your back 
while you work. What you’re trying to 
do is create a working position in which 
your hands, wrists, limbs and back are 
relaxed and supported rather than bent 
or stretched all the time.

About half a million people in the 
UK have pain related to repetitious 
computer use (these musculo-skeletal 
disorders are often called repetitive 
strain injuries or RSI).

RSI is caused by making the same 
movements over and over from 
the same static position. So take 
minibreaks. Once every fifteen minutes 

or so, look away from your computer 
screen, stretch your arms and fingers 
and roll your shoulders. And for at least 
five minutes every hour, actually move 
away from the computer – perhaps do 
some stretches. Mix up what you’re 
doing so you’re not repeating the same 
movement for hours on end.

The number of RSI cases is growing. 
Why? One reason is that more laptops 
are being used. 

All the advice on healthy computing 
applies doubly if you’re using a laptop. 
Because of the design of a laptop, 
it is impossible, unless you have a 
detachable screen, to get both the 
keyboard and the screen in the ideal 
healthy working position. This means 
laptops should only be used for short 
periods or they should be used with 
either an additional plug-in keyboard 
and mouse or an extra screen or both. A 
laptop stand may help too

Incidentally, just as the advice on safe-
use is the same for laptops as for 
other PCs so is the law on ‘reasonable 
adjustments’. If your employer wants 
you to use a laptop, he is legally obliged 
to make sure you can do so safely. 
(There’s more about the law on page �9.)
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Road safety is not just the concern of 
those who have been knocked down 
or had an accident. Because it could 
happen to anyone, it is the concern of 
everyone. The same applies to computer 
use. 

Healthy computing is about the physical 
way you use your computer. Using it 
unsafely can see parts of your body 
– eyes, hands and arms, for example 
– begin to give out way before their time. 
The more you use your computer, the 
more chance there is of this happening. 

But it’s not just about avoiding problems 
tomorrow. Many of the suggestions 
made in this book will help you today 
even if you don’t – yet – have the 
problem they’re designed to overcome. 
For example, learning keyboard short-
cuts and key-stroke saving techniques 
can reduce the number of key strokes 
you make. 

The benefits of this if you find using a 
keyboard painful are obvious. But even 
if you don’t find a keyboard painful, 
learning the short-cuts can help you 
to be more efficient today as well as 
reducing your chances of overuse 
problems tomorrow. 

Healthy computing 
for everyone
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11

I admit I’m not quite as fast a typist as I 
used to be but using my voice I can find 
folders and files on my computer far 
faster than I ever could. I’m pleased to 
be back at work and proud of what I’ve 
done to achieve it. 

I am hard-working and conscientious 
which is, of course, partly why I got RSI 
in the first place.’

     Working it out
    Nancy, 50
 

‘Repetitive strain injury (RSI) doesn’t just 
affect two-fingered typists or teenage 
boys playing computer games. I was a 
70 words-per-minute touch typist when 
I started getting increasing pain. A 
specialist diagnosed tenosynovitis in my 
wrist and forearm. 

I switched to using my left hand for 
mouse work and eventually got a 
workplace assessment. They suggested 
a lower desk, a telephone headset and 
a large roller ball mouse. I also began 
learning as many keyboard shortcuts as 
possible. I tried a specialist keyboard too 
but that didn’t help. 

The problem was I’d waited so long for 
my workplace assessment – I’d had 
to ask three or four times – that these 
solutions were too little, too late. I 
couldn’t write, do the housework, shop 
or drive. I couldn’t even open a door. The 
RSI had affected every aspect of my life. 
I had no choice but to go off sick. 

Eventually, my occupational health 
advisor recommended an assessment 
under Access to Work. The assessor 
advised me to stop using my hands on 
the keyboard entirely and switch to using 
voice recognition software. When she 
demonstrated the software to me I was 
in tears – of joy.

Now that I’ve trained it, my speech 
recognition software recognises my 
natural speaking voice. I can use it for 
regular typing work but also to navigate 
my way round the half a dozen other 
software packages I use at work. 
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7 Other technologies and the future

This booklet has been mainly about 
computers but, of course, information 
technology includes many more 
products. 

Some of the technologies discussed 
here – hardware such as screen-
readers, joysticks and switches 
and software – are available on 
mobile phones, smart phones and 
PDAs (personal digital assistants). 
Amplification, induction loops and 
flashing lights help too. But in some 
ways mobile phone technology is a little 
like PC technology was a few years 
ago. Accessibility is not yet built-in as 
standard but it is coming.

Adaptive or assistive technology is at the 
cutting edge of IT. Kit that used to exist 
only in James Bond movies is now an 
everyday fact of life for many people with 
IIDs. This is cool gear. 

We’ve compared computing to motoring 
throughout this booklet but, of course, 
these days they’re not so separate, 
anyway. All cars have computers under 
the bonnet and many drivers with IIDs 
are using even more processor power 
to get mobile. Disability consultant 
Stephen Duckworth drives his adapted 
vehicle using just two fingers of his right 
hand, a little movement in his right arm 
and his voice. A wheelchair-user, he sits 
in the passenger seat to do it!

IT is changing rapidly. Textphones, 
audioloops, infrared systems, audio 
description, sub-titling, IID-friendly 
photocopiers and faxes are all here. 
The idea of controlling your PC using 
eye movement was being talked about 
as the ‘next big thing’ when we started 
planning this booklet. Now it is a reality. 
What’s coming next? Who knows? 
Whatever it is, it’s coming soon.

What is clear is that the increasing 
convergence of media and information 
technologies will make computers and 
all the many gadgets that use them 
more and more user-friendly for people 
with IIDs. There’s never been a better 
time to get into IT.
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Government assistance
Web:  www.direct.gov.uk 
   www.direct.gov.uk/

en/DisabledPeople/
Employmentsupport/index.
htm (or http://tinyurl.com/
2k2hpv)

   www.direct.gov.uk/en/
Employment/Employees/
index.htm (or http://tinyurl.
com/2yeqqj) http://www.
direct.gov.uk/en/Diol1/
DoItOnline/index.htm 

Advice and support
Ability Magazine
Campaigning publication for people who 
have difficulty using IT. Has a useful links 
page on its website.

Telephone: 01444 8312 260
Web:  www.abilitymagazine.org.uk 

AbilityNet
National charity helping adults and children 
with IIDs across the UK use computers and 
the internet by adapting and adjusting their 
technology.

Freephone: 0800 269545 (from home)
Telephone:  01926 312847 
  (minicom accessible)
Web:  www.abilitynet.org.uk 
Email:   enquiries@abilitynet.org.uk

8 Resources

AbilityNet runs a number of websites 
including the online self assessment site 
My Computer My Way (www.abilitynet.org.
uk/myway) and a YouTube page that enables 
you to see a lot of aids and adaptations in 
action (www.youtube.com/abilitynet). It also 
offers blogs, podcasts, a wiki and a mailing 
list.

Aidis Trust 
Support and information on computer/
communication equipment for people with 
severe disabilities

Web:  www.aidis.org 
Freephone: 0845 120 3719
Telephone:  0207 426 2130
Email:   info@aidis.org
Address: 3 Gunthorpe Street 
  London E1 7RQ

British Computer Association of the Blind 
Self-help group of visually-impaired 
computer professionals and users.

Web:  www.bcab.org.uk 
Telephone: 0845 430 8627
Email:   info@bcab.org.uk
Address:  RNIB, 58-72 John Bright  

Street, Birmingham, B1 1BN

Emptech 
Aims to ‘provide information resources on 
assistive technologies that are designed 
to help those with specific difficulties or 
disabilities work and study more effectively.

Website: www.emptech.info
Email:  info@emptech.info
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Foundation for Assistive Technology (FAST) 
Works with others in IT to bring innovative 
products to market and to improve services.

Website: www.fastuk.org
Telephone: 0207 264 8955
Email:  info@fastuk.org
Address:  31 Scarborough Street,  

London E1 8DR

IT Can Help 
Provide computer volunteers to visit disabled 
people in their homes and elsewhere.

Website: www.itcanhelp.org.uk
Telephone: 0800 269545
Email:  enquiries@abilitynet.org.uk
Address:  ITCH Network (BCS), 
  Block D, North Star House,  
  North Star Avenue, 
  Swindon, SN2 1FA

Karten Network
Operates numerous centres across the UK 
which provide access to adaptive computer 
technology, for recreation and mental 
stimulation, for the development of their 
communication skills, for further education 
and for training in computer-related 
occupations. 

Website: www.karten-network.org.uk
Telephone: 07530 70213433 
Address:  Anstey Lane, Alton, 

Hampshire GU34 2NF
 
Learndirect
Offers computer-based courses enabling 
you to learn at learndirect centres, at home 
or anywhere where you can access the 
Internet. Some courses are also available on 
work books or CD-Rom.  

Website: www.learndirect.co.uk 
Telephone: 0800 101 901
Address:  PO Box 900, Leicester, LE1 

6XJ.
 
Leonard Cheshire Disability
The UK’s largest voluntary sector provider 
of services to disabled people runs nine IT 
centres and an IT training and employment 
scheme called Workability.

Website: www.lcdisability.org
Telephone: 020 3242 0200 
Email:   info@LCDisability.org
Address:  66 South Lambeth Road, 

London SW8 1RL 
 
LexDis 
Hints and tips from students at the University 
of Southampton but of use to anyone 
trying to set up their computer to suit them. 
Includes a strategies database.

Website: www.lexdis.org

Royal National Institute for Deaf People 
(RNID)

Website: www.rnid.org.uk  
Telephone:  020 7296 8000
Textphone:  020 7296 8001
Address:  19-23 Featherstone Street, 

London EC1Y 8SL

Royal National Institute of Blind People 
(RNIB)

Website: www.rnib.org.uk 
Telephone:  020 7388 1266
Address:  105 Judd Street, London 

WC1H 9NE
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Shaw Trust
Tests for web accessibility and finds work 
for disabled people.

Website: www.shaw-trust.org.uk
Telephone:  01225 716300 
Minicom:  08457 697288
Address:  Shaw Trust Enquiries, Fox 

Talbot House, Greenways 
Business Park, Bellinger 
Close, Chippenham, Wiltshire 
SN15 1BN 

The Speech Centre
Provides assistive/enabling technology and 
computer/work related solutions.

Website: www.speechcentre.co.uk 
Telephone: 01892 661116
Email:  speech@speechcentre.co.uk
Address: Speak-IT Ltd, 
  The Computer Studio,
  Croft Road, Crowborough TN6 

TechDis 
For disabled staff and students in further, 
higher and specialist education

Website: www.techdis.ac.uk
Telephone: 01904 717580
Email:  helpdesk@techdis.ac.uk
Address:  JISC TechDis Service, The 

Higher Education Academy 
Building, Innovation Way, 
York Science Park, York YO10 
5BR

Doing Work Differently 
Getting and keeping a job while managing ill-health, injury or disability (IID)

UCanDoIT 
Training for people with IIDs in computer 
and internet skills.

Website: www.ucandoit.org.uk
Telephone: 020 7730 7766
E-mail:  info@ucandoit.org.uk
Address:  Highfield House, 4 Woodfall 

Street, London, SW3 4DJ.

UK online centres
Provide people with access to computers 
and the internet together with help and 
advice on how to use them.
Website: www.ukonlinecentres.com
Telephone:  0114 227 0010
Email:   ukonlinecentres@ufi.com
Address:   The Quadrant, 99 Parkway 

Avenue, Parkway Business 
Park, Sheffield S9 4WG 

 
World Wide Web Consortium (W3C)  
Develops standards for the web including on 
access to all users.

Website: www.w3.org
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Sponsors
RADAR is grateful to the following 
organisations whose funding has made this 
publication possible:
 
BERR
The UK Government’s Department for 
Business, Enterprise & Regulatory Reform
www.berr.gov.uk

Tel:   020 7215 5000
Minicom:  020 7215 6740
Email:   enquiries@berr.gsi.gov.uk
Address:  Department for Business, 

Enterprise & Regulatory 
Reform, 
1 Victoria Street, 
London SW1H 0ET

Information Technologists’ Company
The 100th Livery Company of the City of 
London, bringing together the centuries-old 
Livery tradition and information technology. 
The Company uses the time, expertise 
and resources of its members to promote 
the information technology profession 
and undertake a range of charitable and 
educational activities. The Company 
currently has more than 700 members, all 
of whom are senior practitioners in the IT 
profession. Further information available at 
www.wcit.org.uk  
 

Microlink PC 
Specialises in the supply of computer 
hardware, software and other specialised 
equipment to people with disabilities. 
(Supplies ColourExplorer which makes 
changing Windows system colours easier.)

Website: www.microlinkpc.co.uk
Telephone: 02380 240 300
Email:  info@microlinkpc.com
Address:  Microlink PC (UK) Ltd, 

Microlink House,  
Brickfield Lane,  
Chandlers Ford SO53 4DP



1� City Forum, 
�50 City Road, 
London EC1V 8AF
Tel: 0�0 7�50 ���� 
Minicom: 0�0 7�50 �119 
Fax: 0�0 7�50 0�1�
E-mail: peter.gaskell@radar.org.uk
Website: www.radar.org.uk

Doing IT Differently 
has been sponsored by:

RADAR’s vision is of a world 
where human difference is 
routinely anticipated, expertly 
accommodated and positively 
celebrated.

Our mission is to promote 
change by empowering 
disabled people to achieve our 
rights and expectations and by 
influencing the way that we, as 
disabled people, are viewed as 
members of society.


