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What is a Learning Management System?
Few of them actually manage learning.



What most of them do is allow teachers to post their course materials, and students to access them, online.
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They are essentially big databases running on your server that manage who has access to what content: who 
can post it there, and who can look at it. 
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Many of them also keep track of who has looked at what, score simple quizzes, and allow students to submit 
assignments online.



content                 

LMSs do not provide content: that's done by the teacher, or by license from a major publisher, all of whom 
provide their textbook content in formats to run on the most popular LMSs.



Why do I need one?
It makes things easier for teachers and students, and does away with piles of books and papers. Most 
colleges in the U.S. employ LMSs, as do an increasing proportion of high schools. An LMS can provide 
flexibility in when and how students learn, and open the door to online courses.



What do they all do?
Many vendors are ready to sell you an LMS, or you can make your own. All of them can:

• Allow teachers to post learning materials online.



•
 Organize things course by course.
• Manage student login, and registration into courses.



• Allow teachers to create simple quizzes.
• Allow students to turn in assignments online.



•
 Keep track of who has done what.



What else do some of them do?
The more-developed LMSs can also:

• Allow teachers to post more complex content, such as video and animation.
• Allow teachers to create more complex tests and quizzes.



•
 Provide automated online gradebooks for teachers and students.
• Provide discussion boards, chat rooms, and virtual classrooms.
• Manage instant messaging and email among the school community.
• Manage sub-groupings of students within a course.
• Manage lunch count, attendance, and room access (with swipe cards).
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How much do they cost?
The most expensive proprietary systems will cost upwards of $100,000 per year for a large school and all 
features. The least expensive open-source LMSs will cost you only the time of your staff to install and 
configure them.



What are the system requirements?
All require a robust network infrastructure within the school, a Unix server, and a mainstream database. All 
are web-based and allow multi-platform clients. Some provide interfaces for mobile devices. All work better in 
an environment where each student owns his own computer.



Who are the market leaders?
Among proprietary systems, Blackboard is the big player; among open-source LMSs, Moodle is the leader. 
Below that many smaller companies are in the business of selling and maintaining LMSs for schools. Sakai is 
gaining a following among universities. And iTunesU, while not a fully-featured LMS, is being used by many 
schools to distribute multimedia learning materials on campus, aimed at both computer and mobile devices.



Quick Comparison

Blackboard is the market leader in higher education LMSs. 
Its full-featured basic system can be extended to provide 
additional IT services to the campus. CUNY uses 
Blackboard.

Moodle is the most popular open-source LMS, used 
widely in K-12 and higher education around the world. 
Many home-grown plug-ins extend its basic feature set.

Sakai is the most sophisticated open-source LMS, 
designed by a consortium led by MIT. Components allow 
you to assemble an LMS that fits your needs exactly.

The hTech LMS was designed for a European distance 
learning consortium, with a limited feature set built around 
the needs of online teachers and students.

iTunesU was not designed as an LMS, yet very useful in 
distributing multimedia material to students. Allows course-
by-course management, student login, and direct 
download to iTunes and iPods.

Custom: Build your own LMS customized to the needs of 
Teacher You, perhaps including both online and classroom-
based course support.

Here is a quick comparison of some LMSs.



Ownership

Proprietary.
Blackboard is aggressively marketed to colleges, and is a 
high-margin product from a profitable company. Customers 
pay an annual licensing fee to se the software.

Open Source.
A widespread community of programmers has over the last 
decade developed Moodle code to provide a robust set of 
LMS functions, all downloadable for free.

Open Source.
Sakai is developed by the best programmers from leading 
colleges, who divide up the task of developing different parts 
of the system. It’s about 5 years old. Downloadable free.

Open Source.
A French engineering company assembled this LMS from 
open source components, customized to the needs of a 
European consortium. Code is freely downloadable.

Proprietary. 
Apple provides iTunesU free to colleges, and is working on a 
K-12 strategy as well.

Proprietary or Open Source.
If you developed your own LMS from Open Source 
components, it would remain Open Source. If you developed 
your own from scratch, it would be proprietary.



Programming Environment

UAMP, JS
Blackboard now has a large and complex code base, including 
many languages and approaches, but at its base remains a web-
linked database application. Most large users run it under Unix 
with an Oracle database.

UAMP, JS
Most Moodle users run it under Linux or Unix with a MySQL 
database. Its code, contributed by many different people, is 
mostly PHP and HTML, with extensions in other languages.

Java, +
Sakai adds many components that are built with newer 
approaches to database programming, and as such is more 
complex than Moodle.

UAMP, JS
Designed for the traditional Linux/Apache/PHP/MySQL 
environment, and assembled by a single team, hTech is simpler 
than Moodle or Sakai, and includes tools for customization that 
the others do not.

Apple proprietary systems, using iTunes as the client and its own 
database on the server.

Your Choice
You can build your own system with any approach you want, but 
the UAMP approach will be easier to develop, maintain, and 
support.



Local support

Low.
Blackboard provides installers and setup services that the Open 
Source products do not. But you’d still need a part-time systems 
administrator with strong UAMP experience to get it started and 
keep it running.

Medium.
You need a strong UAMP consultant or staff member to set up 
your Moodle environment, and a part-time UAMP administrator to 
maintain it.

High.
Sakai’s complexity calls for a strong systems engineer to select 
components, and set it up. Then a part-time Unix - database 
expert to keep it running.

Low.
Because hTech’s  options are limited, and customization tools are 
included, it calls for less expertise in setup and maintenance. But 
you still need a Unix- database part-timer or consultant.

Low. 
Apple servers and clients do most of the work; local support is 
limited to managing the handoff from the school’s network login to 
the iTunesU database.

High.
You’d need the services of a system designer and programmer to 
build the application for you, followed by a part-time staffer or 
consultant to maintain it.



Provider support

High
Blackboard  provides a large staff of support people and 
online systems to help you maintain the software.

Low
You are on your own to support yourself; Moodle.org however 
provides a well-organized set of user-contributed web support 
resources.

Low
As with Moodle, Sakai expects that you will be self-
supporting, and use he web resources contributed by the 
community to find the information you need.

Low
Except for the built-in setup and configuration tools provided 
in the hTech code, you are on your own to support the 
product.

High. 
Apple maintains and upgrades the client and server software 
at no coat to you.

None
Since you are the provider, you’d be supporting yourself. 
Though you’d probably hire a contractor to build and support 
your system for you.



License $

~ $20K annual minimum.
Blackboard’s license fee depends on which 
components you buy, and how large your student 
population is.

$0 GPL.
Moodle may be used under a standard General 
Public License that requires no fee.

$0 GPL.
Sakai may be used under a standard General Public 
License that requires no fee, but membership in the 
Sakai group.

$0 GPL.
hTech may be used under a standard General Public 
License that requires no fee.

$0 
But requires a contract with Apple.

$0 
If you develop it yourself, using Open Source or from 
scratch, you’ll pay no license fee.



Setup $

~ $10K
You’ll need to hire someone to set up your systems for 
Blackboard and to install and configure it.

~ $20K
You’ll need to hire someone to download the code, set 
up your systems, install the files,  and configure Moodle 
the way you want it.

~ $20K
You’ll need to hire someone to download the code, set 
up your systems, install the files,  and configure Sakai the 
way you want it.

~ $5K
You’ll need to hire someone to set up your database, 
download the hTech code, and install it.

~$ 2K 
You’ll need someone to manage that handoff from your 
schools network login and course management system.

~ $30K
You’ll most likely employ a contractor to build the 
software and set up your systems.



User Training

Medium.
Most faculty already can learn quickly how to post course 
materials on Blackboard. But staff support people will 
need training.

Medium.
If you configure a simple Moodle environment, training will 
be moderate, and required of all faculty users.

High.
The more complex environment of Sakai will most likely 
call for more user training.

Low.
hTech is a limited environment, designed for ease-of-use 
and thus easier to learn.

Low. 
Apple is known for its user-centric design. Most people 
can figure out how to use it by themselves. 

Low.
Since the system we be built around your course planning 
outline, with which users re already familiar, training needs 
will be minimal.



Customizability

Low.
Blackboard’s proprietary nature makes it difficult to 
customize to your exact preferences.

Medium.
The Moodle community provides many tools to 
customize your installation, but these are not all easy to 
configure.

Medium.
The Sakai organization provides many tools to 
customize your installation, but these are not all easy to 
configure.

Medium.
hTech’s limited feature set does not allow for many 
options, but its customization tools are easy to use.

Low. 
You may customize the front page, and each course 
page with a picture. The rest belongs to Apple.

High.
This would be customized from the start.



Web Site

http://blackboard.com

http://moodle.org/

http://sakaiproject.org/

http://demo.htech.fr/

http://appple.com/iTunesU

http://moodle.org
http://moodle.org
http://sakaiproject.org
http://sakaiproject.org
http://demo.htech.fr
http://demo.htech.fr
http://appple.com/iTunesU
http://appple.com/iTunesU
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