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Introduction

No matter what you call them, mobile phones or cell phones, they have become a part of our landscape for communicating with one another.  It seems like even the smallest children have a simulated one in order to prepare them for a life that will later be filled with them.  For people who are blind, however, the integration of this technology requires more effort both in the acquisition of the needed skills and in the selection of a device that will work properly for the person based on her/his needs.  A consumer who is blind or her/his family member needs information before shopping for a cell phone to avoid signing up for an inaccessible phone/plan, getting bad advice from a sales person or having a phone that is unsustainable due to cost.  This document will provide information for individuals and families to assess options, assist people in finding options for various features that this technology offers and finding a usable option that fits a budget.  
Whatever phone a person or family chooses, it is very important for someone to have the basic skills of phone dialing, knowledge of the letter equivalents to the numbers on the keypad to text message using a conventional keypad, and good typing skills to use Smartphone technology. The use of some Smartphones also require good spatial orientation to carry out specific gestures to make functions of the phones work.  Without these basic skills the usefulness of existing technology will be limited at best.

Understanding a Few Key Terms
There are basic things that help or, in their absence, hinder the use of a cell phone by someone who has had a vision loss: large numbered keypads, large display (large fonts), reverse contrast, tactile and/or separated buttons, key echo menu readout, text message readout, voice commands, 411 assistance and/or assisted dialing, and alternative format bills and manuals.  Taking the time to ensure that the phone selected has the features needed and that those features work for the person who will use the phone takes time but will be well worth the investment if the right match is made. 
Large Numbered Keypads
There some companies that offer specialized phones that offer larger numbered keypads.  Two of them are:  Just5 and JitterBug phones).  These phones offer larger, higher contrast numbers and fewer buttons to control features.  They also come in several colors.
Some keypads on mainstream phones may be easier to see than others so if someone wants/needs this feature, take a trip to the cell phone store to look at phones.

Large Display (Large Fonts)
Some phones offer the option to change the size of the display font when dialing.  This feature varies from company to company.  In some phones the display shows a large number when the digit is dialed but then displays the numbers on the phone before dialing in a much smaller font.  Other phones make the display large throughout the process.
Reverse Contrast

Some phones allow the standard black text on a white background to be changed to with text on a black background.
Tactile And/Or Separated Buttons
As demand for smaller lighter phones increases, it becomes more difficult for people who are blind to find buttons that can be easily felt and manipulated.  Ideally the buttons should have some space between them to help discriminate between them.  Buttons that control functions in addition to dialing should also be discernible by touch. The best way to meet individual needs is to go to a store and ask for a demo model to try.
Key Echo
When the user presses a key, this feature provides audio feedback on which key has been pressed.  On a phone were text editing is allowed, some phones echo the alpha characters.  Some do not.
Menu Readout
This feature when activated speaks the menus on the phone.  Most phones which do this only speak the first level of menus so if a particular feature has more options with a second level, the phone will not speak those options. 


Text Message Readout

This feature allows for text messaged to be read with synthesized speech.

Speed Dial
This feature allows for a full telephone number to be dialed by using only a few digits.
Voice Commands

This feature allows the person to control certain aspects of the phone and/or dial numbers using spoken commands.  This feature can be used to help people who may have issues with dialing but should not be the only way someone knows how to use the phone as the recognition of speech can be impacted by many factors and at times may not work.  It is best used for speed or convenience in addition to the person knowing how to dial important phone numbers.
411 Assistance And/Or Assisted Dialing
Some companies offer directory assistance in finding telephone numbers and/or connection to the number.  The companies who offer this service generally have some fee waivers for this service with proof of a disability-based need.
Alternative Format Bills And Manuals

Many companies offer bills in multiple formats (ex: braille, large print, electronic) to make reading bills and manuals easier.  Check with your provider if you need an alternative format.
Cell Phones Designed for People Who are Low Vision and Want A Phone with Simplified Features

Jitterbug is the original easy to use cell phone.  It comes in 3 colors (black, white and red).  It has a clamshell design with larger than average sized buttons.  All models have black buttons with white numbers.  There is also a Samsung without the modified keypad on which the services provided will run priced at $39.99.  The appearance of the display on this phone is also larger than on most commercial cell phones.  This phone is also compatible with hearing aids and has features to enhance sound quality for people who have had a hearing loss.  Many companies, including electronics retailers and internet sources, carry some models of the phones.  Prices range from $62.50-$99.00.  There are some specialized applications created for this phone for things like keeping a calendar and medication reminders.  Great Call, the parent company, charges a set-up fee ($35) to activate the phone with monthly plans ranging in price from $14.95-$79.99.  They also offer per service usage fees with no plan needed. Activation can be done online or by telephone and the phone directory is editable online.
Just5 This phone offers a choice of 5 colors (black, white, red, gray and orange).  It has a flat one piece design. The color combination of buttons on the phone depends on the color of the phone. This phone is also compatible with hearing aids and has features to enhance volume and sound quality for people who have had a hearing loss. Many companies, including electronics retailers and internet sources, carry some models of the phones.  Prices range from $55.00-$71.54.  The company offers plans and the phone will work with prepaid SIM cards.  There is not activation fee.  The phone also features an emergency call button on the back that texts and calls pre-set numbers.
Commercial Phones to Consider
LG Accolade
This is one of the phones available as a prepaid cell phone at Walmart®.  The cost of the phone is $14.95.  It is a Verizon phone and works on the Verizon network.   This phone is not available in stores but may be on display at a Verizon store.  The phone requires purchase online but shipping to a local Walmart is free.  The phone has spoken menus, reasonably large keys but the keys have no spaces between and are flat.   
The Samsung Haven
This phone is considered one of the favorites out of the box for people who are blind and low vision.  Here is a list of the features built into this phone:  talking caller ID, reads out all levels of menu including sub menus and softkeys, reads out incoming text messages as well as reading the letters or digits when sending a text message, reads out all information on the contact list, reads battery strength, signal strength, time, date and when charging your battery is complete, dedicated voice command key, name dial, reads out missed called information, and adjustable font size.  
This phone does not have Bluetooth, a camera, GPS and cannot access to the internet.
Screen Readers/Magnifiers for Cell Phones
Oratio for Blackberry Phones

Blackberry phones have only one accessibility option, Oratio.  Oratio was developed with a partnership between HumanWare and Code Factory.  It works only on the 8520 Blackberry model which is no longer being made but still available.  The cost of the product is $450 and there is no product demo available.
Clarity Theme for BlackBerry

Blackberry has a free app for their devices that simplifies the Home screen interface, creates large, text-only icons, allow for high-contrast screen displayed in dark on light or light on dark and presents a clickable header that allows you to easily switch between Date and Time or Battery and Network level views.  This app works on version 5 of the Blackberry software.
TALKS&ZOOMS
This product is made by Nuance.  These screenreader and magnifier products work on Nokia phones running the Symbian operating system. TALKS is the screen reader.  ZOOMS is the magnifier.  Retail price for TALKS is $299 and $99 for ZOOMS.  Verizon Wireless has a version of TALKS which it bundles with the HTC Ozone SmartPhone for $99 in addition to the cost of the phone and plan.  

Mobile Speak/ Mobile Magnifier
These screenreader and magnifier products developed by Code Factory  work on Nokia phones running the Symbian operating system and Windows Mobile devices version 6 and before. They do not work with Windows 7 Mobile.  Mobile Speak is the screen reader.  Mobile Magnifier is the magnifier.  Retail price for Mobile Speak is $295 and $50 for Mobile Magnifier.  
MobileAccessibility
This suite of 10 applications developed by Code Factory works on the Android operating system to provide access to functions and features of phones using this operating system.  The following are more accessible with this app:  Contacts, Alarms, Web, Calendar, Email, a GPS application for current location,  Access to the App list, and Device Settings.  This app works on both touch screen versions of Android phones as well as those with keyboards and physical joysticks.  The cost is: $99.35.

VoiceOver
 VoiceOver is the screenreader built into many Apple products but into phones beginning with phone model 3GS.  There is also a magnifier program built into Apple devices but at this time speech and magnification on these devices cannot be used together because they use gestures to control functions and the gestures for both products are the same.  The VoiceOver product provides speech access to most feature of the phone.  Many app developers are working to produce apps that work on this phone.  It is estimated that over 100,000 individuals who are blind in the US have chosen this phone.  The US Treasury Department recently released a free app to identify US currency compatible with the iPhone.
Finding the Accessibility Services of Major Phone Carriers on the Web
ATT Accessibility Resources
Sprint Accessibility Resources
Verizon Accessibility Resources
A link for T-Mobile could not be provided on this page because one could not be found on their website.

Many accessibility divisions of companies that either provide cell phones or cell phone adaptations provide information on Twitter.  These are a few suggestions on who to follow if you want this type of information: 

AppleVis

AndroidAccess

berryaccess

codefactory

googlevoice
nokiaaccess

