
Implementing Blackboard ally at City: Initial Analytics and Feedback from the Pilot
What is Blackboard Ally?
Blackboard Ally is a tool that will be available across all 
Moodle modules. It helps to improve the usability of content. It 
merges into the existing workflow of Moodle and provides 
accessibility feedback and remediation assistance to lecturers 
on individual resources and entire modules. This not only 
increases lecturers’ knowledge of accessibility (Cooper, 2016) 
but also improves the student experience (Lewis, 2021). It also 
offers students a choice of alternative file formats that can 
support their needs, such as audio, mobile-friendly HTML, 
reading and note-taking support, and electronic braille.

Why are we using it?
Enabling Blackboard Ally on Moodle will help City move 
towards institutional excellence in digital accessibility. Through 
providing feedback and assistance for instructors to improve 
the accessibility of their materials, City will have a more 
inclusive learning environment and improve the student 
experience, directly creating a positive change for our 
disabled student population. By regularly scanning and 
improving the accessibility of our digital estate we hope to 
advance City’s digital accessibility maturity and transform our 
organisational culture (McNaught, 2021).

The Ally pilot
We have worked in partnership with students and staff to test 
and feedback on the usability and accessibility of the tool. 

From January – March 2022 we ran a pilot with 16 staff 
using the tool on 24 Moodle modules. We asked pilot 
participants for feedback on the accessibility scores, their 
strategy to remediate any issues, and the various reports and 
in-tool guidance.

Some factors impacted the pilot, such as the inclusion of older 
material from a time before they used accessibility checkers 
and tools. This generated lower accessibility scores and made 
any remediation and going through the module accessibility 
report more time-consuming. Ally also does not check all file 
formats and does not check for some specific accessibility 
issues, such as merged cells in tables, which made the need to 
use our own judgment on the accessibility of content even 
more salient. (Voce and Fox, 2022)

We also had 3 Student Digital Assistants, including a partially 
sighted user of assistive technology, test the usability of the 
most common alternative formats (HTML, MP3, PDF) from 
typical source files on Moodle (Word, PowerPoint and PDF) on 
different devices and platforms. Although the files tested 
were fully remediated (meeting standards of accessibility) 
there were many problems with the file conversions. Therefore, 
the usability of alternative formats will be worse on files that 
have not been checked and remediated.

Pilot feedback
Suggested remediation (Knight, 2022) and lessons learned (Voce and Fox, 2022) from the pilot:
1. Run the Ally report soon after roll-over or import.
2. Look first at low-scoring content.
3. Delete any old files that are hidden from students or not used, that reduce the score in the Ally report and clog up 

the module.
4. Look next at content with the easiest issues to fix e.g. image alt-text that can be done on the instructor feedback 

panel.
5. Create new docs with accessibility in mind and check the score indicator straight away.
6. Don’t rely on automatic accessibility checks. Do manual checks too.
7. Ally can help you detect issues that you perhaps already know how to fix, but missed.
When using alternative formats, our students found (McCarthy & Rata, 2022):
• Chrome is the fastest browser to download alternative formats which can take a few minutes.
• Audio (MP3) formats were the least problematic and can be a useful revision tool which offers a break from 

reading.
• HTML and PDF formats are handy when using a mobile device where you can’t open the original source file.

What the data tell us so far
The institutional report provides a richer insight into module content and analysis of the areas doing well and what 
needs improvement (Almufarreh et al, 2021). Typically, institutional scores range between 45-65% when Ally is first 
brought in. Our overall score has gone from 57% to 77% over four academic years. It is reassuring to see that City has 
been making significant improvements.

The scores for HTML activities have remained almost perfect as there is little room for error when you use the What You 
See Is What You Get (WYSISYG) editors for activities such as Page and Lesson. It is also encouraging to see an 
increase in HTML activities which are more accessible and offer more opportunities for engagement and interactivity. 
However, there has not been a significant change in the use of file resources. It is here where we need to make the most 
improvements as inaccessible files, particularly scanned/untagged PDFs, are problematic for users of assistive 
technology as they may not be able to read or navigate the content.
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Recommendations
We can address our most common accessibility 
issues by:
1. Using HTML activities such as Book, Page and 

Lesson rather than uploading documents as they 
are more accessible.

2. Uploading original documents and avoid PDFs 
wherever possible.

3. Using the accessibility checker in your authoring 
software as it will help you identify and fix 
issues such as colour contrast and alternative 
text.
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