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The Future of the LMS
In response to changing student demographics and a growing 
emphasis on learner-centric education, the LMS is evolving 
into a broader, more flexible learning ecosystem.

"The report of my death was an exaggeration," Mark Twain famously wrote. He
could just as easily have been talking about the learning management system
(LMS), whose demise has been predicted with some regularity for years. The 
reality is rather different, however. Today, 99 percent of higher education 
institutions use an LMS, according to a 2014 study from the Educause Center 
for Analysis and Research, as do more than 80 percent of faculty and students.

Despite this success, the role of the traditional LMS remains a subject of debate,
as the entire concept of the learning management system undergoes a massive
makeover. Rapid changes in student demographics, recent technology advances,
and alternative learning models are all forcing a rethink about how higher 
education interacts with—and supports—its students. 

*2014 Educause Center for Analysis and Research
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LEARNER-CENTRIC EDUCATION

At the heart of this new thinking lies a renewed emphasis on learner-centric education. The meaning

of the term has expanded significantly from the days when proponents urged fellow educators to

trade in their roles as "the sage on the stage" in favor of becoming the "guide on the side." While this

concept remains key, learner-centric education today encompasses a broader goal of creating an 

environment where students of all types learn in their own styles at their own paces.

In light of these aims, the traditional LMS—with its focus on administrative efficiency rather than

pedagogical flexibility—is neither suited to nor designed for this brave new world. "The traditional LMS

was all about helping faculty put their content online in a way that was presentable and similar to how

they taught in the classroom," said Darcy Hardy, associate vice president for enterprise consulting at

Blackboard. "But learners today want a place where they can get everything they need in the way they

want it, in the order they want it. Having a system that's flexible is going to be critical in the future."

But how do you take an application that has traditionally been an administrative tool and re-engineer it

to cater to the individual learning needs of students and institutions? You don't, says Malcolm Brown,

director of the Educause Learning Initiative (ELI). "There's no way a single application is going to be

able to address all the diverse needs of higher education," he said. "It's totally unimaginable."

It's a sentiment shared by Van Davis, Blackboard's associate vice president of higher education 

research and policy. "We need to move away from talking about the learning management system to

talking about a learning ecosystem," he said. "The LMS is not enough any more. Schools must have

the ability to integrate lots of different systems so learners have a 24/7 wrap-around, immersive

learning experience."

According to Davis, the ability to deliver learner-centric education at scale has become a possibility

only recently. "With the technology we have at hand now—well-developed learning and student 

management systems, predictive analytics, adaptive learning—we really can begin to personalize the

learning experience," he said. "The thread that ties it all together is not just a learning management

system, but a robust learning ecosystem. That's really what we're moving toward in a new learning 

experience."

Schools must have the ability to integrate lots of different
systems so learners have a 24/7 wrap-around, immersive
learning experience.
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A similar vision is being pushed by ELI, although it prefers the term Next Generation Digital Learning

Environment (NGDLE). In a white paper released in April 2015, ELI proposed a learning environment

comprised of interoperable applications that can be fitted together, much like Lego blocks, to deliver a

customized product. "It's not so much an application as a confederation of digital components that will

give people the customizability or flexibility that they're looking for," said Brown.

In ELI's vision, NGDLE rests on five main pillars—interoperability; personalization; analytics, advising

and assessment; collaboration; and accessibility and universal design. For the mix-and-match functionality

suggested by ELI's Lego analogy, a set of industrywide technical standards is needed. "You have the

technical layer of standards of LTI and Caliper to realize this Lego concept," said Brown, referring to

the Learning Tools Interoperability standards and the Caliper learning analytics standards from IMS

Global Learning Consortium. "But are other standards or guidelines needed to make sure that the

learning system really works for folks? I don't know. I don't know where the balance point is."

Technical issues aside, the goal of these learning ecosystems is to give colleges and universities the

maximum flexibility to personalize the learning environment for their students. While most discussions

about personalized learning focus on the individual student, the need for a customized learning envi-

ronment extends to higher ed institutions themselves. "Depending on whether it's a small historical

black college or a large research university, the needs of the institution and the needs of its learners

are going to vary drastically," said Davis. "We have to respect this idea of consumer preference."

It's a point that Brown believes needs to be emphasized. "When we think about customization and

personalization, there are many levels at which they're going to happen, from the micro level—the 

personal—to the macro level of the institution or even inter-institutional," he said. "Institutions and 

people want a lot of different types of customization and personalization."

“Institutions and people want a lot of different types of 
customization and personalization.”
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COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION

The need for a customizable experience has grown

in recent years, as alternative models of education

have come to the fore. Nowhere is this more appar-

ent than in the rise of competency-based education

(CBE), which measures what learners know rather

than relying on course-based seat time. "In the

United States, we're seeing an explosion in the

number of CBE programs, which really are one of

the ultimate forms of personalized learning," said

Davis. "The LMS has to be able to adapt to offering

modules rather than courses, and it has to have

ways of adaptively releasing information. With CBE,

you're asking the LMS to do something very

different from what it has traditionally done."

In the context of the learning ecosystem, schools

that offer CBE programs—or any other alternative

models—would simply integrate an application

specifically designed to meet their education goals. 

Underpinning such efforts, however, would be a heavy reliance on data analytics: The more personalized

the learning environment, the greater the dependence on data. 

As colleges and universities seek to leverage the huge wealth of data available within these environments,

the challenges ahead are likely to be less technical than scientific. "You can collect data until you're blue in

the face, but if you don't have a plan for how to use them, there's no point," said Hardy. "The same is true if

you don't know what questions to ask of the data."

Furthermore, many current learning analytics systems only measure the past performance of students. As

useful as this is, Davis believes learner-based education will need to see analytics taken a step further.

"One of the most important shifts in the industry is the movement away from learning analytics that provide

just-in-time notifications to predictive analytics," he said. "That's a huge shift whose significance we cannot

underestimate." According to Davis, predictive analytics will allow faculty and support staff to use learning

systems to understand the unique needs of each student and tailor the learning experience accordingly.
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NON-TRADITIONAL LEARNERS

The surge in the number of CBE programs in higher education can be traced directly to a seismic shift in

the demographics of higher education. Non-traditional students now outnumber those students who enter

college straight from high school. This trend is likely to strengthen as more and more U.S. companies 

require new employees to have degrees or specialized credentials.

"We have about 37 million adults in the United States who have some college credits but no credential,"

said Hardy. "They're not going to come back and sit in the classroom for classes, and they're not willing to

sit in online classes for information they already know."

The needs of these adult learners differ markedly from those of their younger counterparts. They are often

juggling work and family, for example, and a school's learning environment must be able to cater to their

needs. "Many of these students may be in completely online programs, or they may be taking a few online

classes and some face-to-face classes," said Davis. "They expect college to be more flexible and more

adaptable. They expect it to be more learner-centric."

Given the realities of balancing work and school, it's not surprising that few adult learners are able to devote

years to uninterrupted study. Instead, they are more likely to pop in and out of higher education during the

course of their working lives, often enrolling in different institutions, depending on their needs and circum-

stances. "Community colleges and four-year universities alike are really beginning to think of themselves as

engaging with learners across the span of their lifetime," said Davis. "From a technology standpoint, we

need to find a way to allow learners to take with them concrete evidence of what they're able to do when

they leave. It might be in the form of an e-portfolio or it might be in the form of a collection of badges."
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THE IMPORTANCE OF MOBILE

For non-traditional learners who don't have the luxury of attending school full time, mobile access is be-

coming as important a factor as it is for younger students, who seemingly live and breathe via their smart-

phones. Fifty-seven percent of Americans access the Internet from mobile devices, according to a study

from the Pew Research Center, and of that number, 34 percent use their cell phones as the primary

means of access. "Everybody, including those who fall below literacy levels, has a phone," said Hardy. "The

idea of everything being mobile accessible in today's world is a no-brainer. It's got to be that way."

Simply formatting these materials for smaller screens is not going to cut it, however. Students and ed-

ucators have been using consumer applications on their phones for years now and they have high ex-

pectations for how they operate. They are going to bring those same expectations to any learning

materials accessed via their devices. 

Nevertheless, tailoring learning materials for mobile consumption poses significant challenges for fac-

ulty, instructional designers, and LMSs. "You have to design something very differently for a small

screen than for a laptop or desktop screen," said Davis. "You have to design curriculum differently, too,

because people are probably accessing materials in smaller chunks."

In Hardy's view, responsibility for this kind of design work

should fall on the technology and on the higher ed institu-

tions themselves. "The technology has to take a faculty

member's content and make it adjustable for the mobile

device—that's number one," she said. "Number two: If an

institution is really playing in the online learning space,

whether it's hybrid or fully online, it has to provide re-

sources to its faculty to manage the transition."

As important as mobile access is for students in the

United States, it may be even more critical for students en-

rolled in overseas programs or taking online courses

abroad. Higher education has become a truly global enter-

prise for American universities, which must recognize that

their foreign students live and work in a wide range of

conditions, and where smartphone access may be the only

constant. "We've got folks in countries all over the world

that may have better access to the Internet through their

cell phones than through a dedicated land line," said Davis. 

57% of Americans
access the Internet
from mobile devices
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“The idea of everything being mobile accessible in
today's world is a no-brainer. It's got to be that way.”
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THE LMS WITHIN THE ECOSYSTEM

So what role does the traditional LMS have to play in this new learning ecosystem of mobile-accessible, 

interconnected applications and services—or has it had its day in the sun? "We're not going to throw over

the LMS utterly or rapidly," said Brown. "I would bet that we're going to see an evolutionary process. There's

a chance for the LMS application to be part of the evolution toward this new environment."

How that new environment will be organized remains to be seen. In one possible scenario, says Brown, the

NGDLE could be like a wheel, with the LMS acting as the hub with spokes connecting it to other 

enterprise applications, similar to how the LMS connects with the student information system on many

campuses today. 

Davis also uses a wheel analogy to describe how the LMS might fit into the new learning ecosystem. In his

vision, though, he sees the learning ecosystem as a car, with the LMS as the wheels that keep it moving.

"It's time for us to stop talking about just the wheels and focus instead on the entire vehicle," he said. "At

the same time, if the wheels fall off, your vehicle isn't going anywhere."

“It's time for us to stop talking about just the wheels 
and focus instead on the entire vehicle. At the same time,
if the wheels fall off, your vehicle isn't going anywhere.”
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