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Your Turn: Introduce Yourself

Please let  me know the following about you:

• Name

• Area of expertise at your institution.

• What are you hoping to learn in today’s workshop?



Topics to be 
Covered

• Accessibility and Universal Design

• Accessibility barriers, challenges, and 
guidelines

• How Ally works and what it does

• Alternative formats of content

• Applying Ally-recommended changes

• Accessibility checking tools

• Resources



How much do you know about accessibility?

1 2 3

Novice Competent Expert

I am new to or 
inexperienced in 
creating 
accessible content

I understand the 
basics of creating 
accessible content

I possess a 
comprehensive 
knowledge of 
creating 
accessible content



Goals of Accessibility of Digital Content

• Provide a universal design that gives better access to all students, 
including those with disabilities

• Reach students with many different needs

• Use pedagogy that supports all students 

• Correspondingly increase quality and usability in content



Accessibility Spectrum



Contextualizing Accessibility

• Accessibility is being able to get in the building.

• Diversity is getting invited to the table.

• Inclusion is having a voice at the table.

• Belonging is having your voice respected at the table.

• Equity is “having the builders of the table understand and make 
accommodations for the fact that not everyone comes to the table 
in the same way, and once everyone is sitting around the table, not 
everyone can respond in the same way.”



Benefits of Universal Design

• Course content is presented in a logical, consistent manner.

• High-contrast color combinations improve readability

• Second language learners benefit from captions on videos

• Technical vocabulary with audio can allow students to see the 
spelling and hear how to pronounce the vocabulary



Challenges to Equitable 
access from a Reactive 
Position

•Hard to ensure timely 
access to materials

•Dependent on others

•Many students don’t 
disclose

Disability and Accommodation



Learners and Accommodations



Empower learners with 
choices that meet their 
unique needs

One File Type Doesn’t Fit All



Learner Preference and Universal Design for 
Learning

Multiple means of 
representation (WHAT) 

Multiple means of expression 
(HOW)

Multiple means of 
engagement (WHY)

Support diverse needs of 21st

century learners



Challenges for the three personas – Institution 

Institution Instructor Student



Institutional Challenges

No insight into how 
institution is doing

Difficult to track 
and identify what 
to focus on

Lawsuits because 
of legal 
requirements

Manual 
remediation 
workflow



Challenges for the three personas – Instructor 

Institution Instructor Student



Instructor Challenges

Lack of awareness 
of what to do

Lack of understanding on 
how it can affect students

Lack of guidance on how 
to improve accessibility



Challenges for the three personas – Student 

Institution Instructor Student



Student Challenges

Explicit alternative 
format requests

Long delays on 
receiving 
requested format

Closely related to 
quality and 
usability

Excludes many 
students



Introducing Blackboard Ally



Web Content Accessibility Guidelines(WCAG) 2.1

• Perceivable 

• Operable

• Understandable

• Robust



Blackboard Ally

• Provides alternative formats 
of content

• Provides feedback and 
guidance to instructors



Blackboard Ally Components

Alternative 
Formats

• Automatically checks for accessibility 
issues and generates alternative 
formats

Instructor 
Feedback

• Guides instructors on how to improve 
the accessibility of their course 
content and alters future behavior

Institutional 
Report

• Provides  detailed data and insights to 
help further improve course content 
accessibility at the institution



Machine 
Learning 
Algorithms

Full structural and visual analysis to 
learn semantics of document

Identify headings, heading structure, 
paragraphs, footers, tables, lists, 
mathematical formulas, etc.



Ally Makes 
the Multiple 
Formats 
Automatically



Currently Supported 

• PDF

• Word and PowerPoint

• Open Office/LibreOffice Files

• Uploaded HTML Files

• Images

• HTML content created in WYSIWYG



Alternative Formats

HTML

• High quality semantic HTML 
version of the content

Other alternative formats

• ePub, audio, electronic braille, etc.

OCR

• Automatically OCR all scanned 
documents



Ally Makes 
the Multiple 
Formats 
Automatically



OCRed PDF



Tagged PDF



Responsive to Screen Size: HTML



Customizable and Interactive Text 
ePub



Tactile Reading Experience: Electronic Braille



Multi-Coloured: BeeLine Reader



Multi-Sensory: Audio MP3



Improve Study Habits 

Skim a Scanned PDF 
using OCR Format on a 
desktop

Annotate and highlight 
an ePub on a tablet

Listen and review an 
MP3 on your phone



Student View of Alternative Formats



Demonstration



Ally Workflow

Add Course 
Content

Content run 
through automated 

accessibility 
checklist

Provide Alternative 
Formats and 

Instructor Feedback



Instructor View of Ally Indicator



Content Accessibility Indicator

• Based on a 0-100% scale

• Identifies problem areas

• Goal is to create content that 
receives a green indicator 
when uploaded



Accessibility Indicator: What Does it Mean?

Low/Red

•Needs immediate 
Attention

•0%-33%

Medium/Orange

•Needs further attention

•34%-66%

High/Green

•Doing well, but further 
improvements might be 
possible

•67%-99%

Perfect/Dark Green

•Ally didn't identify any 
accessibility issues, but 
further improvements 
may still be possible.

•100%



Instructor Feedback and 
Guidance

• Provides feedback to 
instructors about accessibility 
of their content

• Provides guidance on how to fix 
accessibility issues

• Aims to generate change in 
behavior and perceptions over 
time



Instructor Ally Feedback



Instructor Feedback Interface

•Previews are available for

• Images

•PDF

•Word Document

•PowerPoint Document

•Highlights are available for documents containing

• Images without a description

• Text with contrast issues

• Tables without table headings



Ally Instructor Demonstration



Course Accessibility Report



Course Accessibility Report

• Identifies overall course 
accessibility score

• Indicates the distribution of 
content types

• Provides a list of issues in 
the course



Course Accessibility Report

• It provides prioritization by identifying

–Content that’s easiest to fix

–Content with most severe issues



Course Accessibility Report Demonstration



Microsoft Office Accessibility Checker

Accessibility checker is 
included in Word and 
PowerPoint

Limited in scope

Identifies some 
accessibility issues



Writing for Accessibility

Write Plainly

• Keep sentences short

• Use contractions and simple words

• Aim for readability level of grade 8 or 
lower

Heading structure

• Provide screen reader users with the 
ability to jump to specific content

• Use styles and formatting options

Emphasize Content

• Screen readers do not identify with font 
styles

• Screen readers intonate exclamation 
and question marks

• Use 12-point font or larger



Images and Accessibility

Alternative Descriptions

• Add  clear, concise, and descriptive text 
to your images

• Do not use the same text for every 
image

• If it is decorative, leave the alt text field 
blank

Infographics

• Write a narrative telling the same story 
users get from the visual

• Provide a link to view the text alternative

Text in Images

• Text should not be included as part of an 
image



Accessibility of Content Elements

Links

• Make links descriptive

• Do not use click here or web addresses 

PowerPoints

• Use built-in slide templates

• Add alternative descriptions on images

PDFs

• Do not use scanned PDFs

• Ensure that all PDFs are tagged

Lists and Tables

• Use built-in list functionality

• Ensure tables are utilized properly



Useful Resources

•Writing Accessible Content
https://en-
us.help.blackboard.com/Accessibility/Write_Accessible_Conte
nt
• Accessible images

http://webaim.org/techniques/images/
•WebAIM Color Contrast Checker

http://webaim.org/resources/contrastchecker
•Designing for color blindness

http://webaim.org/articles/visual/colorblind
•Web Accessibility course by Google

https://www.udacity.com/course/web-accessibility--ud891
• Creating accessible PDFs

http://webaim.org/techniques/acrobat/
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Ally User Group and resources

Receive updates about 
Blackboard Ally

Participate in UX 
research, usability 
testing, etc.

Sign up at 
http://usergroup.ally.ac

http://usergroup.ally.ac/


Questions



Thank you for attending!

Your experience is important to us!

Please give us your feedback about this session:

https://www.research.net/r/Blackboard_GCX_EduConsTrn

https://www.research.net/r/Blackboard_GCX_EduConsTrn


Ending Slide


