
The growth in Web-enabled collaboration and 
communication technologies has produced the next 
generation of LMSs—LMS 2.0—designed to extend earlier 
commercial applications and become the new standard 
for eLearning. When seamlessly integrated with campus 
portals, LMS 2.0 provides one-stop course management 
and communication for the entire campus community. Web 
2.0-enabled learning systems combine a variety of unique 
tool sets that interoperate and share information and shape 
an authentic, holistic view of students’ academic experiences. 
This organic, dynamic, and personalized approach to 
learning management not only aids in punctuating and 
directing student performance toward academic success, but 
also promotes optimal achievement of institutes’ educational 
goals.

Rapid evolution
A Learning Management System is a Web-based software 
application that automates the implementation, tracking, 
assessment, and reporting of the learning process. Evolving 
in direct response to the demand for online education 
delivery that began in the early 1990s, LMSs first were 
deployed at the department level to enable individual 
instructors to distribute course content online. The LMS later 
gained campus-wide acceptance as online education became 
mission critical to colleges and universities. By the late 1990s, 
when administrators realized they could reach a global 
market for online education, the LMS had evolved to support 
the design of face-to-face, online, and hybrid courses.1

At the same time, the pedagogy of online education 
evolved from the early mindset of taking traditional face-to-
face courses and replicating them online to an approach that 
now recognizes that eLearners, depending on their learning 
styles and preferences, require course materials in different 
modalities (text, graphics, audio, and video). In response, 
the next generation LMS had to allow instructors to teach the 
content and interact with students using multiple formats 
that met different learner needs and expectations. 

University-wide LMS deployment required significant 
IT implementation and support. System standardization 

and integration was complicated by the proliferation of 
features, third-party add-ons, and standalone applications 
that filled the gaps in functionality. New tools such as instant 
messaging, point-to-point file sharing, and multimedia 
players built student expectations for a more interactive 
and engaging eLearning experience. Social-networking 
savvy students understood the parallels among these 
e-environments; forward-looking faculty recognized that 
these communication and collaboration tools could enhance 
online education.

By the early 2000s, nearly 90 percent of U.S. colleges 
and universities were using an LMS or an LCMS (Learning 
Content Management System), according to a national survey 
of academic department chairpersons.2 The study found 
that faculty adopted the technology because it “provide[d] 
a means to address pedagogical challenges. Whether the 
challenge [was] the need to teach students at a distance in 
order to tap into emerging markets or the need to do a more 
efficient job providing for the needs of students in large 
classroom settings, the CMS is viewed as a means to solve 
the problem.”3

Computing basics
Despite an increasingly saturated market, academic 
computing options continue to proliferate. The current crop 
of learning management systems include hosted solutions 
delivered via the application service provider (ASP) or 
software as a service (SaaS); on-premise commercial software 
applications; collaborative open-source solutions; and social 
networking platforms with LMS components. 

Hosted applications require minimal on-site support and 
can deliver new add-ons and modules on demand in direct 
response to user requests. Additionally, SaaS comes at a 
predictable monthly cost.4 Installed, on-premise applications 
come with licensing and maintenance agreements and 
require on-site an institution’s IT support. Open source 
vendors rely on third-party developers to create the features 
and functionality that users demand; the system software 
requires installation, configuration, and IT support on 
campus.5 Free social networking tools, such as blogs and 
wikis, also are being used to enhance courses online; 
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however, they sacrifice the security of the closed campus-
computing environment and run the risk of loss in the event 
of system failure while hosting course content on a third-
party site.6

Certainly, each option has its pros and cons; yet in today’s 
academic computing market an LMS must meet these basic 
functional requirements regardless of the institution’s level of 
usage:  

Alert System: Notify community members of urgent news

Analytics Tool: Collect and leverage data and information 
about student performance

Community: Communicate class, club, office, and 
department information between and among members.

Content: Create, maintain, store, and deliver course content 
using multiple media and instructional methods. 

Engagement: Track and report on student classroom 
attendance, as well as interaction with course materials.

Evaluation Tools: Collect data campus-wide using internal 
and external course, faculty, and student surveys. 

Mobility: Access to courses and academic communities using 
any mobile device.

Skill Assessment: Evaluate student competencies; develop 
and execute personalized learning plans to fill the gaps.

Many LMS applications offer multiple ways to perform 
one or more of these functions, providing a confusing array 
of options. LMS 2.0 represents a collection of tools and 
features—from the basics to cutting edge gadgets and apps, 
and everything in between. In the end, instructors typically 
do not want all the “bells and whistles” that come with 
overblown software applications and provocative Web-based 
trends. Often, settling on one good way of doing something, 
rather than many ways, eliminates confusion for both faculty 
and support staff. Unfortunately, many tools and features 
have become standard check-off items in an advanced LMS 
evaluation list with little consideration as to their real value 
or usefulness to the users.

Emerging challenges
Now estimated to generate more than  $750 million and 
populated (despite perpetual company mergers) by more 
than 100 professionally-developed systems, the LMS market 
continues to reach out to higher education sectors in support 
of best practices in their preferred pedagogical approach.7 
The proliferation of academic computing solutions has 
cluttered the market with applications that are bloated with 

extraneous features. Too often, institutions are lured into 
the trap of deploying an LMS that is currently in favor, only 
to realize later that the application is too unwieldy and 
burdensome for general use. 

Common purchasing mistakes include failing to define 
system requirements, focusing on price rather than value, 
overlooking interoperability and scalability, and selecting 
customization instead of configuration.8

System requirements 
Successful LMS deployment can be achieved only when 

the system is stable. As features and functionality evolve, so 
does the complexity, which requires more institutional IT 
support and database resources. Rather than consult with IT 
departments, LMS search committees tend to engage faculty 
who are on the leading edge of technology, clamoring for the 
latest tools for their input (for example, social networking, 
blogging, and Web 2.0 widgets). With all these “bells and 
whistles,” the system ultimately becomes too unwieldy to 
use and too unstable to maintain. A study examining the 
long-term impact of LMSs on faculty concluded: “Colleges 
and universities are being taken to the ‘cleaners’ by adopting 
the CMS du jour at increasing expense ... all the while 
driving up the cost of instruction and, ultimately, the cost of 
education.”9 

Price vs value 
At a price tag that could run upwards of $60 per learner per 
year,10 an LMS is too big of an investment to make without 
careful consideration of how it will help faculty achieve the 
institution’s educational goals and objectives, not to mention 
the impact it will have in improving student retention and 
success. When colleges spend as much as $2500 to recruit 
and enroll one student, they must retain as many as possible 
for as long as possible in order to obtain the best return 
on their investment.11 And all higher education sectors can 
continue to expect increasing online enrollments over the 
next five years.12

Interoperability/scalability 
From the IT department’s perspective, security, 
interoperability, and scalability are critical. According to 
the Campus Computing Project, IT security is one of the 
most important IT issues confronting academic institutions 
in 2010.13 When the enterprise student information system 
and LMS are integrated and data is in synch, personal 
identification data is automatically authenticated, secured, 
and backed up. The privacy of confidential information 
such as student profiles, attendance records, and grades is 
secure. If there are gaps in functional requirements, then 
customization and extension through add-ons become 
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necessary, requiring additional staff and resources to 
accommodate these needs.

While online course enrollments continue to grow, 
scalability becomes even more crucial. In 2009, public, non-
profit public and private, and for-profit private institutions 
accommodated an average of one million more students 
enrolled in courses in their learning managements systems.14 
Enrollments in fully online courses are expected to increase 
from approximately 11 percent to 20 percent by 2014, which 
translates to roughly four million enrollments.15 The necessity 
of being able to scale both functionality and performance 
becomes an essential consideration for vendors and 
consumers alike.

Customization vs configuration 
While the line is clearly blurring between customization 
and configuration, it’s more practical and cost effective to 
configure the functionality of LMS features with the click of 
a few buttons than it is to customize the system by writing 
many more lines of code. Faculty and staff can easily perform 
configuration activities, such as creating/editing content, 
running student information data feeds, and setting up event 
triggers. In contrast, customizing database entities, forms, 
and views in the LMS requires IT expertise and time. True 
off-the-shelf LMSs should be easily configured by the average 
user and adapted with standard training from the vendor.16

While the basic pedagogical functionality of LMS 2.0 
hasn’t changed, the evolving technological market trends 
make selecting an advanced LMS, adaptable to unique 
institutional philosophies, an ongoing challenge.

Evaluation criteria
Evaluating an LMS means understanding how instructors 
teach and how students learn, and then selecting the right 
toolset to accommodate both. Perpetual upgrades in learning 
technology can distract from that practical focus. Integrating 
technologies to work collaboratively and effectively is key. 
For an LMS to gain wide acceptance and rapid adoption 
among faculty, it must be easy to use and intuitive to 
navigate. 

Consider the following next generation core capabilities in 
LMS 2.0:

 ▶ Migrating existing course content from old to new LMS

 ▶ Setting up highly configurable course content, including 
SCORM-format courses

 ▶ Integrating multimedia and third party academic 
services, including publisher content

 ▶ Sharing content with colleagues through import, 
template, and community tools

 ▶ Keeping real-time attendance records and student 
performance data

 ▶ Communicating and collaborating online one-to-one, as 
a group, or in a sub-group

 ▶ Assessing individual and group progress against course 
goals and objectives

 ▶ Mashing up community, academic, and social network 
functionalities

 ▶ Tracking student progress and interaction with course 
content: who’s doing what and when

 ▶ Leveraging student performance and activity data to 
drive early academic intervention

To engage the millennial generation, faculty need access 
to Web 2.0 tools that promote interaction, content sharing, 
social networking, individual and group publishing (wikis 
and blogs), and portfolio management. The new generation 
of learners expect both synchronous and asynchronous 
education, all of which is made possible by Web 2.0. 
Educational strategies involve “learning [as] a mash-up 
whose core is established by the instructor and whose 
additional components are established by the learner.”17 

Administrators require an assessment engine that 
enables faculty to report on how their students are doing 
relative to other students in other sections, which can be 
especially valuable if automated. In addition, aggregate 
reporting should allow the college to track the services 
students receive and the outcomes they achieve – data that 
is essential for maintaining accreditation. The LMS must 
enable administrators to correlate course content, student 
engagement, and academic success, empowering the 
institution to benchmark progress toward educational goals 
and objectives.

Expansion and development of unique tool sets that 
can be used to gather learning management data and 
information drives LMS evolution to 3.0 as it “migrates from 
a resource for content and services to a source for real time 
data about academic activity and student behavior.”18 This 
design construct allows educators to take control of student 
transaction data and personalize it in a context that meets 
individual needs. These analytical advancements promise 
to tilt the value of the LMS towards being as critical as the 
student information system because every student’s story 
can be more complete; thus, allowing the initiation of more 
timely, more focused intervention activities. Forward-thinking 
LMS designers are finding that “many LMS-evaluating 
institutes have learned to begin by seeking partners who 
have solutions that promise data to support intervention 
practices, designed to improve retention—in addition to the 
standard LMS tools. The idea is that the common tools in an 
LMS are not very valuable if they do not pan out in the quest 
for the new era of evidence-based education.”19 

As higher education institutes assess and reassess their 
schools’ LMS strategies in relation to the growing popularity 
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of online education and the pressure to prove student 
success, evaluation criteria must be customized. Every 
institution espouses diverse needs. Fortunately, there is no 
lack of options. 

Discerning the differences
Though an LMS is an LMS is an LMS, ironically, one size 
doesn’t fit all. Some enhanced capabilities do distinguish 
one system from another and make it more Web-based, 
faculty-focused, and student centered. One such is the ability 
to integrate seamlessly with an existing campus portal, 
allowing single-sign-on access and full data integration 
with student information systems. For example, SaaS 
modules can be plugged into the school portal, maintaining 
a familiar interface to portal users and, thus, easier to use 
for classroom-level and campus-wide communications. 
Additionally, exceptional customer support is never out of 
fashion. Research a vendor’s reputation as customer service 
makes a big difference.20

Features that are transparent allow end users more 
time to focus on teaching and learning and less time on 
mechanics. LMS administrators stress the importance of 
including administrative tools for authentication and access 
management, including the ability to assign roles and 
permissions by individual tool within the tool sets. An LMS 
that can present a tailored learning content delivery system 
which channels information according to roles—student, 
faculty, or administrator—streamlines the workflow process. 
Additionally, providing a personalized user interface and 
controlled, yet flexible, mash-up of academic and portal tools 
(customizable by the user), creates a controlled, yet personal, 
learning environment (PLE).21 In this integrated PLE, 
users enjoy the benefits of their environment’s portability, 
adaptability, and openness without the security and reliability 
concerns of a PLE that interoperates with the LMS.

Web-based 2.0 teaching tools are forcing LMS vendors 
to develop products that more seamlessly integrate with 
interactive and collaborative eLearning features. While it’s 
appealing to add on more features and functionality, it’s not 
that easy to eliminate the distractions that many accompany 
them. That’s why CampusCruiser CEO Allen Wang bases 
his company’s LMS product development on tools that 
streamline the workflow process. In a unique, time-saving 
contribution to the industry, CampusCruiser’s LMS command 
center provides a one-stop shop where instructors can select 
just the tools they want and need to support instruction 
online.22 Any number of repetitive tasks can be set-up once 
and applied to multiple courses or to additional sections of 
the same course—saving an instructor and the institution 
time and money.

…and beyond
Ultimately, Web 2.0-based LMS platforms are designed to 
provide equanimity among the face-to-face, blended, and 
online learning environments with more engaging and 
interactive content options (multi-media, Single Sign-On 
services), better resources (chat rooms, wikis) and improved 
activity data services (student tracking, grade books). The 
next generation—LMS 3.0 will be a “key source for critical 
transactional data about academic interaction and student 
engagement.”23 Moving forward, colleges and universities 
must have both instructional and analytical tools as an 
integral part of the LMS to address learning and outcome 
assessment so that in the future, students and faculty 
can achieve (and document) educational goals online as 
effectively, if not more so, than they do on campus today.
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