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The Enhancing Digital Teaching & Learning 
project 

Funded through HEA Innovation & Transformation Programme 2019-
2021 

Enhance the digital attributes and educational experiences of Irish 
university students 

Aim to mainstream digital in teaching and learning activities in Irish 
Universities, by addressing the professional development of all who 
teach or support teaching and learning. 



    Digital Competence Framework for Educations 
Area 5 – Empowering Learners 



  

         
  

      
        

        
         

 

       
      

     
       

   

NUI Galway Strategy 2020 - 2025 

Aligns with core values and flagship actions NUI Galway 
Strategy 2020 – 2025: 

• Respect: proactively remove barriers to equality and 
diversity; advance ideas that underpin respect for all 
via teaching and research; fulfil our public sector 
equality and human rights duty across all of the 
University's functions 

• Open: adopt the Principles of Universal Design in 
our learning and working environment to increase 
accessibility, accommodate different approaches to 
learning and enable students to fulfil their potential 

• Excellent: student-centred...teaching and learning 
experience 



  

        

       
   

          
 

      

Background and Context 

• Blackboard Ally demo at Irish Blackboard User Group meeting – August 2019 

• License purchased under an Inclusive Learning at NUI Galway project – funded 
by the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher 
Education (SATLE 2019) 

• Blackboard Ally launched at NUI Galway in March 2020, a week after the campus 
closed due to COVID-19 

• Supported by the local IUA Enhancing Digital Teaching and Learning project lead 



 

 

   
  

 

     
   

   

Practical Considerations 

• LMS 'agnostic' 

• Different functionalities for 
student and instructor 

• Stable and straightforward 

• Doesn’t work terribly well with 
Irish (if translation enabled) 

• Chose not to enable translation 
feature 



  

 

  
  
    

  

 

   
 

    
  

  
 

  
 

   
 

    

How Does Blackboard Ally Work? 

Alternative Formats 

Automatically checks 
for accessibility issues 
and generates a range 
of alternative formats. 

Instructor Feedback 

Guides instructors and 
content creators on 
how to improve the 
accessibility of their 
content and alters 
future behaviour. 

Reporting 

Provides detailed data 
and insights to help 
further improve course 
content accessibility 
at the institution/ course 
level. 



    

      
  

      
   
    

  
     

   

   

Launching Ally at NUI 
Galway 

• Series of workshops in summer 2019 
facilitated by Blackboard 
• 2.5 - 3 hours from student and 

staff perspective with additional 
focus on Microsoft’s accessibility 
features 

• Support of UMT 
• All staff emails around the project 

work 

• Students’ Union 
• CÉIM academic peer support 

• EDTL project team 



 

        
        

  

 

   

 

            

What we Learned 

• Series of online workshops highlighted a variety of gaps: 
• Awareness of software and operating system used on own device 

• Functionalities available in Office (headings, tables, fonts) 

• File management 

• Learning with/navigating Blackboard 

• Staff are time poor 

• Staff who participated in UDL short course used Ally as part of their redesign 
activity 



       
 

      

      

     
     

   

Ally as an Instructor 

• Click on the 'dial' icon beside any file 
or content item 

• Check the accessibility score of the 
files 

• Click the RAG Indicator to open the 
panel 

• Follow the instructions to download 
the file, amend and reupload via Ally 

• NOT visible to students 



 

        
      

         
 

        
  

         
  

       
        

            
 

Indicator 
Definitions 

Within the User Interface, Ally uses the following 
thresholds for determining the colour of the indicator: 

• 0% - 33%: Red = The file is not accessible and needs 
immediate attention 

• 34% - 66%: Orange = The file is somewhat accessible, 
but needs further attention 

• 67% - 99%: Green = The file is accessible, but further 
improvements are possible 

• 100%: Perfect = The file has a perfect accessibility 
score. There is no action needed to further improve 

Rule of thumb, an item is in the green zone is doing 
reasonably well. 



 

    
      

      
 

     
    

      

       
     

   

    

Instructor Feedback 

• Raise awareness and improve 
visibility of accessibility to you, the 
lecturer 

• Provides a feedback loop back to you, 
the lecturer 

• Show how accessible your content is 
and highlights the accessibility issues 

• Detailed guidance on how to fix issues 

• Use the tool a handful of times to 
learn how to make documents 
accessible from the start 

• A form of self-directed CPD? 



 Instructor Feedback 



 
 

  

Course Report: 
Accessibility 
Score 



 Course Report: Accessibility Score 



     
  

      
        

 

       
    

           
       

        

     
   

        
 

Institutional 
Data 

Provides detailed accessibility data at institutional level 
– e.g. by year, by module, by issue 

Powerful tool for establishing a baseline and 
monitoring progress on the accessibility of the virtual 
learning environment... 

...and for planning future training and awareness 
raising among staff and students 

Who has access? Me, and our system admin in ISS. The 
data is not actively monitored or policed – we don’t try 
to gamify or highlight overall progress or gaps. 

We don’t have oversight of programmes in Blackboard 
– everything is at module level. Would need someone 
to dig through the data to make it worthwhile in that 
sense. 



Student Usage 
March, 1 2020 – May, 15 2022 

 
     

   
    

  

 

 

   

Engagement with Alternative Formats 
Launched the Alternative Formats window 300,931 

Total downloads 193,920 

Conversion rate 64.44% 

Total downloads 

193,920 
Total unique user downloads 

21,849 



Instructor Usage 
March, 1 2020 – May 15, 2022 

 
 

   
 

 

  

   

 

Engagement with Instructor Feedback 
Launched the Instructor Feedback 6,602 

Total fixes 2,102 

Conversion rate 31.84% 

Launched the Course Accessibility Report 1,353 

Total courses with fixes 

362 
Total fixes 

2,102 



 Common Issues 



WYSIWYG 



 Rights and Roles 



  

        
     

      
            

        
     

Student Feedback (summer 2020) 

Really handy and should be used all year round as sometimes lecturers 
format dont work correctly on my devices 

It worked well, the alternative downloads could end up taking several 
minutes at times, but overall, I was able to easily convert the files to 
other formats with this tool and it enhanced my ability to work with 
and use some of the documents 



  

       
        

         
    

          
 

Student Feedback (spring 2021) 

…as someone [who is vision-impaired, BeeLine Reader] helps me to 
read so much more easily. I also appreciate that I can access the 
alternative text directly, without having to ask for assistance. It makes 
the whole process almost frictionless 

It’s a great tool for students like myself who are dyslexic and have 
cognitive issues 



  
       

       
         

         
       

       
         

        
       

       

Student Feedback (spring 2021) 
This should have been a universal accessibility tool from the 
beginning, honestly. I have visual processing problems that aren't 
severe enough that I am unable to read text on a screen, but I learn 
far, far better with the ability to listen to longer texts and articles. I do 
not have access to a printer with the intermittent lockdowns, and 
being able to highlight and make notes directly on a digital text would 
have been absolutely amazing. This needs to be a full time resource, 
and not just for students with disabilities. Access to different formats 
allows students agency in their learning, allowing them to access 
information in the way that best suits how they learn. 



  

       
        

       
    

            
            

          
         
         
 

Staff Feedback (spring 2021) 

After using Bb Ally to fix several documents that I already had up on 
Blackboard, I began to create new documents with Ally's corrections in 
mind, mainly using heading styles in my document, and adding Alt text 
to all the images in my documents 

While there was a little trial and error (maybe more error than I would 
like), I was able to move the dial in the right direction. I realised what I 
was doing wrong (mostly the same mistake across courses) I have 
been able to correct that. Also it is a challenge to see how accessible I 
can make my courses. I am trialling one course this semester and 
aiming for 100%. 



  

            

              

        

           

           

            

      

Staff Feedback (spring 2021) 

Very helpful for learning about the accessibility of course materials and it's nice to 

see scores improve with a little effort. It's helped me to understand some of the 

accessibility issues that students can experience. The Blackboard help resources 

are really good. I have found some of the alternative formats personally helpful 

when my eyes are tired from reading on the screen - e.g. audio and 

BeeLine Reader. 

No time available at the moment to spend amending resources to make them 

more accessible - too many other demands on staff 



         
   

      

  

    

 

        

          
 

     

Some Insights… 
• Rollout has further highlighted the need to improve digital skills around 

accessibility and other areas 

• What to do with institutional data? 

• Not a panacea 

• What is the incentive? (Awards? Promotion?) 

• Small, manageable changes 

• Mainstream inclusivity, move on from project and initiatives to make work 
sustainable 

• Promote Ally at key times (module rollover for staff, September and exam periods 
for students) 

• Empower staff to improve their own skills 



Questions 



Thank You! 




