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LEARNING TO

TEACH ONLINE
Learning management system or the open web?
Watch the video

http://bit.ly/d18ac5

Aims and overview
In this episode we look at two different types of online learning environments: a centralised Learning
Management System (LMS) and free, open access social media. We discuss the benefits of each and highlight
some important issues that need to be considered when using each of them.
Written by Karin Watson

“...there are things that a Learning Management System does,
particularly around guaranteed flows of information… and the
handling of assignments... that no stand alone software can do
as well…” (Associate Professor Matthew Allen about Learning Management Systems)
“I feel comfortable having the autonomy to deliver the course content
in a way that I feel is appropriate…” (Ian McArthur about open web platforms)
“…an environment which is safe enough for a student to feel like
they can actually post work, be identified, without any pressure
from the public” (Tam Nguyen about Learning Management Systems)
“…with Facebook, with mySpace, with YouTube…I think we are really
used to the structure of all these websites…” (Student about open web platforms)
For updates follow COFA Online on:

Learning management system or the open web?

Types of online learning environments
There are many different types of online learning environments available to teachers, yet there is often
controversy surrounding which system is better suited to a University learning and teaching environment.
This episode does not recommend one above the other, but rather aims to highlight some of the benefits
and considerations to bear in mind when using them.
A teacher’s choice of online learning environment depends largely on a combination and/or balance of the
following:
- What their university’s policy is regarding online learning, and what system/s it prescribes or supports
- What the learning outcomes are for the individual class, and what type of interaction and functionality best
facilitate this to provide an optimum learning and teaching environment for both teachers and students.
Online learning environments can be divided roughly into 2 categories: Learning Management Systems and
open access social media.

Learning Management System (LMS)
An LMS is a centralised, closed system that is secured behind authentication and can only be accessed by
university staff and students. It caters for both educational and administrative requirements and in some
cases, universities pay a licensing fee to use these systems. An LMS is sometimes also referred to as a Virtual
Learning Environment (VLE) in some countries.
Examples include, but are not limited to:
- Blackboard www.blackboard.com
- Moodle www.moodle.com

Open access social media
Often referred to as Web 2.0, open access social media systems can be set up or used by anyone, and are
not limited for use only by registered university students and staff. They are usually free, or can be used for
free in a limited capacity, with a paid option offering more features or online storage space. These are also
referred to as open source, social media, open web, etc.
Examples of open access social media are numerous, and include, but are not limited to:
- Facebook www.facebook.com
- Twitter www.twitter.com
- Wikispaces www.wikispaces.com
- Flickr www.flickr.com
- Wordpress www.wordpress.com
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Learning Management System (LMS)
Key benefits
- Centralised: All online components of a class are accessed and archived on university secure servers
- Authentication: Access to the online class is protected by password and is restricted to university staff and
students only, making it a secure, private and controlled environment
- Tracking and Collating: LMS’ usually have features that enable tracking of assignments and statistical
analysis of participation, along with the ability to synchronise marks and grades with university
administration systems
- Technical support and training: A university will usually provide a certain level of LMS technical support
and training for staff
- Copyright: University copyright privileges for ‘educational use only’ (permission to copy 10% of any published
content for example) are usually applicable as online classes and content are within the authenticated ‘walls’
of the university. Otherwise staff and students must follow general public copyright and creative commons
requirements which are usually more limiting.

Key restrictions, limitations or considerations
- Training: Staff usually require training to use an LMS, and due to the complexity that can often be inherent in
large LMS’, many staff can initially find setting up and teaching a class daunting
- Exclusion of external guests: Because access is usually strictly limited to university staff and students,
teachers are often unable to invite external guest speakers, lecturers, experts, researches or visitors to
contribute to a class without undergoing lengthy administrative procedures to obtain access
- Choice: Some staff prefer the autonomy of delivering the course content in a manner or environment they
feel is appropriate rather than using a prescribed one
- Cost: Many LMS’ attract a licensing fee, or where there is no licensing fee, a university needs to employ
support staff to customise and integrate the LMS into the university’s administration systems.

Open access social media
Key benefits
- Familiarity: Most students are already familiar with these environments so it is sometimes easier to
implement and engage students with each other and content
- Easy to use: Many teachers can set up these learning environments themselves without having to go through
a more complex university administrative process
- Constant upgrades: Teachers are always using the most up-to-date version of the open access media, as
version changes are automatically implemented for all users
- Free: Most open access media is free to use at introductory level or for general purpose use
- Inclusion of external guests: Teachers are able to invite external guest speakers, lecturers, experts,
researches or visitors to contribute to the class, because users may be added manually by the teacher without
going through university procedures
- Collaboration: It is easy to share information and collaborate with other institutions, organisations and
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industry on projects as there is no issue surrounding compatibility between platforms, operating systems and
versions of software
- Privacy settings: Most open access media has some level of authentication, and many have a range of
privacy settings that can be easily controlled by the teachers and/or students
- Technical support: There is usually an abundance of support available in online forums and help sections of
the various websites.

Key issues to consider
- Not integrated: These environments are not integrated into existing university administration systems. This
has implications such as not being able to populate a learning environment automatically with students from
university enrolment systems, and grades have to be recorded and entered into university administration
systems manually
- No formal record: The record of students’ interaction and communication is recorded on a system external to
the university. Difficulties can arise when independent access is required by the university. For example, in the
case of a dispute; if the teacher leaves an institution and does not pass on access information; the company
hosting the service may terminate user accounts, the service changes it structure or range of services resulting
in the loss of data, etc
- Potential hidden costs: While many open access media are usually free to access and use, there may be
hidden costs such as: staff investing extra time to set up without direct support; limited features, data storage
or upload speeds which can be remedied by paying for improved service or privileges
- No on-site technical support: In many instances a university may not offer technical support for open access
environments if an LMS is already in place
- Unprotected walls: teachers are responsible for privacy settings and access, and staff may not be as
thorough, knowledgeable or rigorous in providing the necessary protection and privacy required for its
students or colleagues
- Copyright: University copyright privileges for ‘educational use only’ (eg permission to copy 10% of any
published content) may not be applicable and staff and students may need to follow general public copyright
and creative commons requirements.

Conclusion - considerations for an Integrated Approach
There are obvious advantages and limitations of using either of the above learning environment systems.
The rapid advancements in technology and the changes that this brings have led many teachers to suggest
or move towards adopting a more ‘integrated’ approach between the two. This provides both teachers and
students the benefits of a structured, integrated and protected learning environment that can interface with
the dynamic and changing open access social media.
Ultimately teachers need to consult their university’s policy and guidelines. Establishing what type of
interaction and functionality best facilitate an optimum learning and teaching environment that supports
learning outcomes, is another deciding factor in choosing which type of system is most appropriate. It is also
useful to speak to colleagues about what has worked for them and any suggestions they might have.
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Additional information
For further information about some of the various online learning options available, please visit the websites
of the examples cited on page 2 of this document.
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*Note: Some readings are held in subscription only databases. In most cases accessing the link from your institution’s network
will enable access
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Moodle™ is a registered trademark of the Moodle Trust. The Moodle website www.moodle.com appears in
this episode in a non-commercial context under the GNU General Public license http://docs.moodle.org/en
License and by express written permission of Moodle.
Flickr www.flickr.com appears in this case study in a non-commercial context in accordance with the Flickr
Guidelines and Terms of Use www.flickr.com/guidelines.gne and au.docs.yahoo.com/info/terms. All personal
images featured in this episode are with the express written permission of the copyright owners.
Blackboard www.blackboard.com is used under license by the University of New South Wales (UNSW).
The website and content appears in this episode in a non-commercial context in accordance with UNSW
Copyright and Disclaimer www.unsw.edu.au/gen/pad/copyright.html. All images, videos and sketches
featured in this case study are with the express written permission of the copyright owners.
Twitter appears in this episode in a non-commercial context in accordance with the Twitter terms and
conditions stated in guidelines of the use of the Twitter trademark and using Twitter screenshots http://
support.twitter.com/articles/77641-guidelines-for-use-of-the-twitter-trademark.
The YouTube website appears in this episode in a non-commercial context in accordance with YouTube and
Google’s terms and conditions stated in their guidelines for logos and screenshots http://www.google.com/
permissions.
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For more Learning to Teach Online, visit the COFA Online Gateway
To find out more about the Learning to Teach Online project, or to view the
video component of this episode, please visit the COFA Online Gateway.
www.online.cofa.unsw.edu.au
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Phone +61 2 8936 0631 		
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About the project
The Learning to Teach Online project is a free professional development resource designed to help teachers
from any discipline, whether experienced in online teaching or not, to gain a working understanding of
successful online teaching pedagogies that they can apply in their own unique teaching situations. It hopes
to encourage dialogue, discussion and the sharing of ideas about online learning and teaching across
disciplines and between institutions around the world.
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