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Executive Summary:

Do schools need learning platforms?
Firstly, let’s be clear that schools don’t need a Learning platform. 

Schools - including successful schools – all have a need to manage and improve teaching and learning. 

Schools are planning for the future, for difficulties and for succession whilst ensuring that they are accountable for their actions to parents, to governors and to the wider community and schools are doing this in the midst of a drive to reduce staff workload. 

A learning platform can help schools along this path, but only as part of an integrated strategy for ICT that encompasses the learning of the school as an organisation; as part of a wider community; and for individuals. 

Learning platforms are now being accepted as a useful tool to enable a school to improve, so how can schools best implement such a learning platform?
A successful implementation is only achieved when the whole school community, led by the SMT is committed to the implementation and the changes in practice that will be required. Success is more likely when implementation is evolutionary through building on a base of experience in school-wide learning through ICT. Investing in a learning platform without this base of experience may lead to an unsuccessful and costly implementation that may forestall any improvements in the future.
This document details a number of factors for success, explanations of what learning platforms are and examples of the kind of questions schools should ask any those who are promoting one solution or another. It also outlines the services provided through the LGfL, freely for London Schools and ends with an analysis of the benefits and drawbacks of ‘DIY’ learning platforms.

Finally however, the importance of the human network of learners, teachers, schools and authorities that make up the LGfL should not be under estimated. The technology is in place to enable human networks to operate. Therefore;
Together, teachers and learners can take hold of their learning and teaching,

Together, authorities and school can procure, manage and develop more effectively.

Together, as part of a wider network, the bigger are the benefits to the whole educational community. 
This document sets out how learning platforms can help all to achieve more for the school, for the teachers and for the learners. 
Learning Platforms:
1: Introduction
When investigating how ICT can be used to raise standards, the term Learning Platform is becoming widely used. DfES Standards funding advice and recent Governmental Strategies all talk about learning platforms of some form. Commercial providers are keen to show schools their wares that may provide some form of Learning Platform (delivering content), Virtual Learning Environment (creating, storing and sharing content) or some combination that includes aspects of assessment and recording  (Managed Learning Environment) 

It should be the case that the need for a learning platform inside a school is obvious -but this is not necessarily so. Why should schools invest considerable sums of money in a learning platform? If schools do invest – what should they be investing in?

i) Why do schools need a learning platform?

Firstly, let’s be clear that schools don’t need a learning platform. 

Schools - including successful schools – all have a need to manage and improve teaching and learning. To do this, many are reflecting on their need to modernise the management of knowledge inside the school; the need to motivate pupils and staff; to involve pupils in their learning and to inform parents about their child’s achievement; the need to manage behaviour, ensure progression and create opportunities for professional development. 

Schools are planning for the future, for difficulties and for succession whilst ensuring that they are accountable for their actions to parents, to governors and to the wider community and schools are doing this in the midst of a drive to reduce staff workload. 

A learning platform can help schools along this path, but only as part of an integrated strategy for ICT that encompasses the learning of the school as an organisation; as part of a wider community; and for individuals. A learning platform can only be recognised as useful in the wider context of a learning strategy that encompasses technology as an essential tool, not necessarily an immediate and easy solution, as suggested by some providers’ sales literature.

ii) If a learning platform is accepted as a useful tool to enable a school to improve, whilst taking into account workforce reform, what can schools do prior to its introduction?

For the successful introduction of a learning platform there should be:

· A clear link to a school development priority: there should be a specific reason or purpose for the learning platform to be introduced.

· An existing collaborative learning platform of some kind: this may be identified as a content repository, but it should include collaborative learning tools. In its simplest form, this can be centrally hosted disk space plus email.

· A leader in the senior management team: preferably the head, who may well delegate the responsibility for strategy to an e-learning management board and to an identified senior staff member responsible for the management of the learning platform.

· A culture of openness and willingness to share: staff are given the freedom to create and innovate and are rewarded for sharing inside and outside of the school

· A culture of continuous, reflective learning: the school needs to be an organisation that learns from its successes and mistakes – moving forward to challenge the status quo

· Explicit management of the knowledge inside the school: creating and sharing good practice across departments and year groups.

Based on Managing Knowledge documentation from the OU.
But in addition to the need for a structured plan, assuming the above factors for success are present, the introduction of a learning platform relies on a robust and resilient technological structure being in place. This includes resilient broadband for access to rich content and collaboration outside the school. The processes inside the school also need to be identified and changed if necessary. Once these have happened the change management can be taken forward to change the working practices involved in adopting a learning platform to aid a school’s progress.

It can be said that the introduction of a learning platform is:
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It should be recognised that the technology provides the point of the triangle, and the rest of the strategy ‘balances’ on that point. If the technology ‘falls over’ then so does the introduction of the learning platform. 

Experience gained during present learning platform implementations suggest that the process of successfully implementing a learning platform and changing practice within a secondary school can take a minimum of 2 years. However, LGfL is seeing the implementation time reduce, especially in primary schools where much learning platform development is now taking a matter of a few months. BUT, without time and resources spent on the first 30% quoted above, the change management needed will founder and the potential gains of a learning platform will be squandered. 

iii) How can schools ensure best value from current learning platform provision?

a. identify whether their LEA or RBC offer a freely available learning platform – use this as a pilot scheme before committing to more expenditure to work towards implementation of a learning platform.

b. If no learning platform has been provided by their LEA/RBC, build on the school’s own internal network and email systems for storing, sharing and accessing collaboratively created content, or investigate how a centrally hosted commercial provider might support a pilot project before committing to major expenditure.

c. work with the LEA/RBC/SST or whichever regional organisation can provide a collaborative infrastructure to ensure interoperability and transferability of content between schools (remembering that the pupils may transfer between institutions and should be able to take work with them) and helping enable best value.
iv) How should schools approach the implementation of a learning platform?

Learning platforms can help address the needs of a school – but in practice a successful implementation is only achieved when the whole school community, led by the SMT is committed to the implementation and the changes in practice that will be required. Success is more likely when implementation is evolutionary through building on a base of experience in school-wide learning through ICT. Investing in a learning platform without this base of experience may lead to an unsuccessful and costly implementation that may forestall any improvements in the future. 

For success, commit to the use of the new technologies (which may include more investment in school networks), re-engineer the processes inside the school to enable collaboration and sharing and gain experience in managing the change required before committing to a learning platform.

2: What is a learning platform?
Is it a virtual learning environment, a managed learning environment or a content management system?  Becta has produced this explanatory diagram and a variety of documents for schools leaders and governing bodies explaining the rationale for learning platforms. Copies of these documents can be found at www.learningplatform.lgfl.net along with a number of strategic documents for the implementation of a learning platform.
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The introduction of a learning platform is seen as an essential component of the DfES’ drive towards personalised learning through the e-strategy. But there is much confusion over what a learning platform actually does, or which platform should be purchased. Essentially, ‘learning platform’ is a generic term to describe a system of information and communication technologies that is used to deliver and support learning. It may be a single product, or be made up of several independent modules.  Appendix 1 contains a draft specification from BECTA illustrating the essential and potential components of a learning platform.
Essentially though, a Learning platform (made up of some combination of all the components in the BECTA specifcation) should enable the creation, publication and administration of educational content and learner data. 

This is illustrated on the diagram overleaf. As components of a learning platform are combined, so the desired outcome is achieved. 
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Comparing Learning Platforms

Because of the large variety in the way existing platforms have been developed, it makes comparison between them somewhat difficult. For example, two solutions may make similar claims in allowing a customised homepage but the degree of customisation can vary from only being able to change the title and background colour to being able to substitute any html based page in its place.

Kent LA has analysed a variety of ‘learning platforms’ into a number of very useful categories that inform the descriptions below. Such categorisation might help when investigating a commercial solution, or when deciding how best to meet the needs of a particular school. 
Admin Centric 

Typically this type of learning platform offers an extension to the school information management system; useful where the priority is a need for structured curriculum organisation, including systems offering attendance monitoring, assessment monitoring, storage of curriculum planning and lesson plans etc. There are also a number of products now aimed at linking the School Evaluation Framework to school development and curriculum planning.

Content Centric 

These are essentially an authentication and delivery portal for accessing 3rd party content, usually to electronically deliver a publishers product portfolio. This is predominantly an online alternative to distribution by CD and DVD (the problem with CD/DVD distribution is that it becomes difficult to maintain version control, whereas an online portal means that the publisher can update centrally. 

Many learning platform providers offer subscriptions to 3rd party content, and the dedicated single publisher portal is likely to be a short lived phenomenon. However, Content centric providers are starting to move into the Learner centric environment through purchase and commercial integration of products 
Teacher Centric 

This approach is focused on supporting teaching and embedding ICT in classroom practice; usually aimed at the use of interactive whiteboards and other presentation technology, providing storage and management of resources and content.  
Although some products in this space are quite sophisticated, many have a clear focus on extending the traditional teaching model, and are therefore evolutionary rather than transformational in nature; an excellent way on introducing digital resources into teaching and learning, developing and building competencies and skills without moving too far from the teachers comfort zone. This approach is less appropriate if the goal is nurturing autonomous independent learners. 

Some of these learning environments mimic a typical traditional school class structure based on year groups and forms of entry. They are frequently used to supplement the curricular timetable and act as a repository for local content and resources, as well as online revision, homework and communications between pupils, parents and teachers.  

Learner Centric 

This approach lends itself to individualised autonomous learning. It has features which allow work to be allocated to individuals and classes, assessment tools, email, live communications and resource management features. 

The learner centric approach requires high levels of access to computers and connectivity at home and school. This presents challenges to schools in finding the resources needed to sustain short product life-cycles, and support the mobile connected environment that is implied. 

There are a number of Microsoft based products in this space, alongside products developed and based on open-source products. The Microsoft based products would typically need installations of proprietary Microsoft products such as Class-server. The open source based solutions may be developed by a commercial company as a commercial, branded product, or indeed by used as a ‘DIY’ school solution.
Eventally, as the market matures, it is likely that products will be able to be categorised into more than one of the possibilities above. 

Regardless of how learning platforms develop commercially, schools and authorites should always have considered the underlying issues relating to implementation

· Are the school’s needs being put first?

· Where does the school want to be and by when?

· Has the starting point of the process of change been identified?

· How can the school ensure that it can move quickly to expand the solution?
3: Questions to ask commercial suppliers about Learning Platforms: 

Currently, the landscape regarding learning platforms is undergoing dramatic change. Companies know that their present products will need to mature in the near future. This means that there is considerable pressure to sell existing solutions while they still seem valid. 

Schools would be wise to ask the following questions about any commercial product.
· Where does it run from, the internet, the school’s own servers, or a special server installed by the company?

· Resilience: if school based servers, what systems/costs are there for back-ups?

· Who maintains it? How many hours a week do you estimate this needs?

· Is it accessible from any internet connection (eg teachers’ homes?)

· Who sets up new users and removes users who have left?

Content

· How much digital content is included (if any)? 

· Who has developed this content? 

· Will it develop and expand? 

· How often is it updated?

· If teachers develop their own digital content will it be accessible by the company to use for their purposes?

· How can content be shared with other schools/leas and how can their content be used?

Usability

· Does it utilise our existing information management systems? What other systems is it compatible with?

· Does it provide for dynamic integration – i.e. if a pupil changes class, what sort of changes to the system need to be made? None as it is automatic, 2 changes, or a complete reload?

· Is training provided?

· Is troubleshooting provided? Free Customer support?

Functionality 

· Lesson preparation and delivery

· Create lessons easily, and modify them easily?

· Share/ copy into other teachers’ areas easily?

· How easy is it to set up a ‘school intranet’? can a course be created easily?

· If an MLE, is the data transferable dynamically between the MLE and ANY MIS system? (manually importing a data file is not a dynamic solution)
· Collaborative tools

· Set up mail discussions

· Online live discussions

· On-line polls

· Is it easy to email teaching groups?

· Can students submit their work to a teacher electronically? Can access be set for this function?

· Personal webspace

· How much for teachers?

· How much for pupils?

· Editable by user?

· Can access controls be set on each area of the webspace by the user?

· Is email included? How sophisticated is the email interface? (eg folders, attachments, distribution groups, forwarding)  pop3?

· Calendars and synchronisation with outlook applications?

· Can schools/teachers/pupils use a variety of media such as dreamweaver or flash to be creative with their sites, or are the personal webspaces just a storage area for files?

Security

· Can a range of levels of accessibility be set for each part of the system (owner, contributor, reader)?

· Is complete open access possible for some areas of the system?

· How secure are pupil names and data?

· What is the username and password system?

Cost

· Initial outlay

· Necessary upgrades to network, hardware etc

· Annual charges

· Extras – are web templates, email and such like included in the price? 

· Involvement in development? 

Examples and other questions: 

· Can we see the system in operation in a variety of UK schools?

· How scaleable is the solution?

· What sort of effect will increased usage have on accessing the platform (e.g numbers of users).
5: The LGfL Learning Platform.
The London Grid for Learning provides a learning platform that meets many of the mandatory and recommended ietms in the Draft specification attached in appendix 1. This is provided as part of the broadband provision at no extra cost to schools. 
Designed from the user perspective upwards, all interaction with the features is tied to a personal homepage (one of the first learner centric platforms). The open ended nature of the platform has led to a wide diversity of use. It provides the following features:
· Log-on ID, recognised across London
· personal area, 100 Mb of storage 
· A personal URL based on the login ID
· Email (webmail and pop3 compatible) for every pupil and teacher of every London LA school 
· A personal Calendar that can share any number of dates from other calendars.
· Simple uploading and downloading of files to user areas (e.g. pupils go home, log on and carry on) 

· The ability to save work directly online using network folders
· Web portals (an easy to create and manage website facility) for every LEA, School, and user. 

· Front Pages and menus customisable for each user 

· Community and special interest groups – 
· Conference and bulletin areas 

· Live Chat Rooms
· Working groups can easily be constructed across different functional sectors including libraries, learning drop-in centres, council administration etc. 

· Video and Audio conferencing 

· Whiteboard conferencing (conference group share diagrams interactively) 

· Controls/prompts can be displayed in a range of foreign languages 

· news folders and article templates
· A comprehensive hierarchical access management system. 

· From launch all London teachers and pupils are provided, from the outset, with editable templates to create, share and use learning objects for core subject QCA Schemes of Work and National Literacy & Numeracy Frameworks for each year group 1 - 11. 
· Learning objects can be swapped, exported and imported to other learning objects and play anytime, anywhere – even offline on a cd or hard drive as standard html.
Benefits to Schools
· The school will receive a portal with they can customise with their own look and feel.  This portal can be linked to a schools’ current website or serve as the schools’ primary web presence.  

· The portal can house a variety of information from school calendars to prospectus.  The school can secure the portal so only people within a given community can access the information held within it.  

· Maintenance of the site can be delegated throughout the school community, with staff and student ensuring that the portal in an updated and active site.   

· The school can increase its profile as its site can be easily accessed through the LGfL hierarchal structure.   

· The school can be a member of a variety of groups within the LGfL and international communities.  It can also invite others other organisations and community groups to be a part of theirs.

· The portal can be updated instantly to ensure a high quality and accurate experience for the staff and students.  It can act as a central repository for editable learning material for its students.

· Ease the pressure on the school server space as students and staff can now store files of any kind in their personal webspace.

Benefits to Teachers

· It affords teachers easy creation and sharing of high quality learning material 

· Page by page, lesson plan by lesson, put your resources online so your students can access time and time again, anytime, anywhere. 

· Use your personal LGfL webspace to create and store all your work in ‘learning modules’. You can print these off or use with whiteboard in the classroom. 

· Access a wide variety of learning materials through the portal that can be customised to the exact needs of your class.

· Increase general ICT skills while developing a sense of achievement from creating excellent high quality learning materials with simple instruction.

· Manage your timetable, diary, webmail and discussions within your own personal webspace.

· Upload materials, worksheets and presentations in any application and make these available to your students instantly.  

Benefits for Students
· Students can access a wide range of learning material on the portal anytime, anywhere from a range of sources and publishers.  

· Access the portal from a variety of Internet capable devices including handhelds and web TV, increasing accessibility.

· Improve ICT Skills and learn the basics of web publishing and online management of materials.

· Store work and create notes online that can be used for assignments, homework and revision purposes.

· Create online portfolios for GNVQ and vocational subjects.

· Communicate and participate in live discussions and forums with other students and teachers within the London Community and the world.

· Keep in touch with the School and London community and have the opportunity to express opinion and views on a wide range of topics through interactive technology.

· Access webmail that can be used anytime, anywhere.

· Visit their teacher’s webspace and deposit homework and assignments.
For examples of good practice using LGfL see www.goodpractice.lgfl.net 

The London Grid for Learning MLE procurement:

During 2006, the LGfL will be working with BECTA and the DfES to procure a Managed Learning Environment for London’s secondary schools. The LGfL MLE will be one of the succesful companies bidding to be part of the BECTA MLE framework to be announced in January 2007. 

It is possible that MLE products available for purchase now will not satisfy the procurement framework in 2007. 

This MLE will build on the learning platform specification from BECTA (appendix 1) to provide schools with a learning platform that links dynamically with Management information systems. 

6: ‘Do-it-yourself’ learning platforms: 
It is possible to go into a DIY superstore and buy all the things you need to build a new kitchen. However, to then get home and put them all together so that you have a workable solution for everyday use is a slightly harder proposition. 

It is possible to download, install and then develop an ‘out of the box’ open source solution. However, this is somewhat like the DIY example above. Some individuals in some schools may be able to do it, most won’t and if the person who put it together isn’t around at a later date, changes and development of the solution may be difficult. 

Are schools being encouraged to build and develop their own learning platforms in this way? 

Shared code via Open Source learning platforms: 

Over the past 10 years, higher education institutions in the United States (and increasingly in the UK) became dissatisfied with some of the ‘e-learning’ products available in the commercial FE and HEmarketplace at that time. Many considered that these products were generally not meeting their needs. 

At the same time, open source applications were becoming more prevalent online and developers have created a number of open source products that have started to become more popular, especially in higher and further education. 

The ‘Open source’ nature of the solutions means that the software generally allows developers to make a new version of it, port it to new operating systems and processor architectures, share it with others or market it. The aim of open source is to let the code be more understandable, modifiable, duplicatable and accessible in order to encourage collaborative development.

In this way, many of the costs of development are reduced as developers share their work. As open source software does not carry licence fees, it has been seen as being free to users. And indeed, the software is generally free. This is one of the attractions to schools that should be examined carefully. 

The apparent attractions of a ‘DIY’ solution:
1. cost

‘DIY’ learning platforms are often said to be ‘FREE’. In reality, the costs, both in up front technological cost and in the hidden costs after an implementation, may be substantial. 

There are a number of commercial solutions that build on open source platforms, but the commercial provider has packaged it into a complete scalable solution for an institution, together with support and guaranteed development. It is this added value that institutions will pay for from those solutions rather than for licence fees for the underlying commercial software. 

For larger colleges, larger Local Authorities and regional Broadband Consortia, an open source solution may be a potential answer to their needs, assuming that there is the allocation of resources to make the solution work at a scalable level. For example, the Open University have recently embarked on an Open Source implementation over a 5 year period costing £5 million. Although the software is free, using and developing it certainly isn’t.

For schools, the costs of hosting, developing and scaling the software are often ‘hidden’ behind the free nature of the source code. Schools should beware of both the financial cost and the sustainability of developing a one-off, DIY solution.

Examples of the REAL costs (Considering the total cost of ownership):

Organisations/institutions wishing to use an open source solution for its learning platform will have to consider the following costs:
· Development of open source product to design acceptable to whole institution. For example, many of these products are designed for Higher Education and might need adapting for use in schools.

· Installation of a web server(s) able to cope with scaling and concurrent users

· Installation and management of a database server(s)

· (generally) Installation of a ‘php’  and ‘sql’ server

· Technician/developer able to install and run a stable and scalable installation. 

· Maintenance of new releases

· Full back-ups

· Security of institution network (as the network will be accessed from outside the institution)

· Training of staff

Sustainability Issues

There are also the costs that need to be considered if the key staff member responsible for installing the solution then leaves the institution. This is a major concern for those schools that might implement a stand alone open source solution. Whilst technically, the source code is the same for everyone, the implementation is not. 

In the same way that sophisticated school websites are sometimes seen as rarely used because no-one knows how they were set up, this could occur with an open source implementation, but with much wider repercussions. 

2. The educational theories behind open source solutions:

A number of the open source solutions being developed have a ‘social-constructivist’ model of pedagogy that is particularly promised from one of the major solutions. A teacher operating from this point of view creates a student-centred environment that helps students build upon their existing skills and knowledge, rather than simply publishing and then assessing the information they think students need to know. 

Some open source solutions build on this by asserting that such learning occurs particularly well in a collaborative environment that everyone builds together. These environments might then include features that support role sharing, such as permissions options that allow each participant to be a teacher as well as a learner.

Such an approach is seen as being more appropriate to education than the traditional course and class based solutions and this has been one of the reasons for increased visibility of open source solutions.

It should be pointed out that a number of commercial solutions will also support these educational aspirations. 

3. The enthusiasts

‘DIY’ learning platform implementations are often driven by an enthusiast.
Whilst the presence of a ‘learning platform champion/enthusiast’ has been identified as one of the factors for success in introducing a learning platform, the motivation for the champion should be examined.  Open platform enthusiasts generally fall into three categorisations. 
i) The Isolationist

That wants a VLE, but knows little about commercial products (or may even dislike them). As often is the case under budgetary constraints, they first look online for what is available for free. They know about networks, already run a server and can keep control of everything them-self. They get a thrill knowing that what they have created works. They may even consider hosting for other local schools.
Such an enthusiast does not always have the pedagogical needs of the teachers and learners at heart. If these needs do not drive the introduction of the learning platform, it is likely to fail.
ii) The Enthusiastic Pragmatist

Who has found a product that works and wants to start using a learning platform for pedagogical reasons. They can set it up with their current provision and provide a pretty good approximation of commercial products for virtually no cost. They are aware the solution may not last, but it can fill the gap until then. It’s difficult to justify investing in anything dramatically at the moment when learning platforms are in such a state of flux.
.
Enthusiastic pragmatists are to be supported and encouraged – to the extent that they can concentrate on the teaching and learning aspects of a learning platform, rather than the technological development and hosting requirements. It must be said that the idea of having a ‘free’ solution could be attractive to Senior Management Teams who are not convinced by either the use of technology or of the importance of a learning platform to a school. 

Learning platforms can radically change what happens inside a school, and the investment in both time and finance should be given from the management of a school. If there are enthusiastic pragmatists inside schools that want to move forward, a ‘DIY’ solution may be the only option open to them. 

Such an implementation for a school is likely to fail on a number of fronts (see the factors for success in section 1 of this document).

iii) The Evangelical

They openly endorse open source seeing it as the future. The concept behind sharing code for worldwide support is one that could bring down the software giants. Even if it is more trouble for a school it is simply the right thing to do and the right way to go. Software in schools should be free. 
Although there is truth regarding the value of open source, it is only companies who make it viable as an easily managed and sustainable option, after developing it into a fully realised product. Gifted enthusiasts who can also do so are rare at the school level and if one moves on you can inherit a major difficulty maintaining what they have put in place.
What are the alternative options for schools to developing a ‘DIY’ learning platform itself? 

The options open to a school are:

· Seek to procure a platform from a commercial learning platform provider as a single user (that may well be based on an open source solution).

· Work with the LA or RBC to partake in a wider implementation from a commercial provide (again, that may be based on an open source platform). 

It is likely that a procurement through a LA or RBC would be a less expensive option, but schools should ensure that the solution meets as far as possible, the needs of the school. It should be noted that there are no products that do everything and some compromise may have to be made by the school. 
The ability to collaborate with other schools, whether primary or secondary, is not likely through an individual procurement, wheras partaking in a wider procurement will enable schools to collaborate and be a more effective use of often limited resources. 
Similarly, if a school joins a wider procurement, the schools can share resources, training and lower development costs and as part of a larger customer holds considerable control over the service provider with regards to development and service. This benefit should not be underestimated. 

Whichever option is chosen, schools should be aware of the steps outlined in section 1 of this paper for the pre-requisites for success. 

Appendix 1: Draft BECTA specification for learning platforms.

Requirements

M = mandatory, R = optional but recommended.

Content management

	Requirement
name
	
	Description
	Notes 

	R1: Assessment items
	M
	Assessment items can be loaded and used.
	Platforms should be able to deal with assessment items including those meeting selected open specifications that define question types and how they can be delivered.

	R2: Launch resources
	M
	The user can launch digital content via a web browser or other application, including being able to use the hypertext transfer protocol.
	Reference should be made to generic W3C specifications (http, html, etc).

The appropriate e-Government Interoperability Framework requirements should be met. Filtering systems that block the receipt of inappropriate materials and access to undesirable websites should be enabled but this is largely the responsibility of the ISP.

	R3: Load content objects
	M
	Load, store and make sharable content objects available to users. Run-time interactions with content objects should be supported. This includes being able to load bundled resources (content packages) and unpack them.
	This is part of the SCORM specification that has wide acceptance with providers.

	R4: Load resources
	M
	Load digital content into a storage area that can be presented to learners and accessed via the platform interface.
	The appropriate file type requirements in the e-Government Interoperability Framework should be met.

	R5: Metadata creation
	M
	Enable users to classify content and tag resources.
	This requirement could be sub-divided with different levels of obligation.

A profile of the Curriculum Online format should be used, possibly using the Becta Tagging Tool. It would also be useful to enable local information to be recorded and used and for metadata to be created socially (e.g. folksonomy).

	R6:  Metadata import and display
	M
	Load and store metadata records provided by suppliers and display information derived from them to the user.
	There are various possible metadata formats including Curriculum Online.

	R7: Resource creation
	M
	Users can create new resources and integrate them with the platform.


	It is important that a learning platform does not just deliver ready-made content and that a learner can be engaged with digital tools. This could include collaborative resource creation, bookmarking and creation of annotations or ratings.

It could also include the creation of web pages. 

	R8: Coursework
	R
	Schools can submit pupils’ coursework (formally agreed and accredited units of study) to examination bodies in an agreed format.
	There is no currently agreed specification though some formats have been produced for specific cases. A new specification should be created.
This is also dependent on other issues such as non-repudiation and security. Consideration should also be given to submission of coursework to colleges or for use in a portfolio.

	R9: Cross device
	R
	Resources can be made available to a range of devices in an appropriate format. 
	There is increasing use of a range of devices to support learning. These could include mobile devices such as PDAs and cell phones.

	R10: Identifiers
	R
	Globally unique identification namespaces can be interpreted and managed.
	Being able to create and manage content that is addressable and using standard internet identifiers, in particular the W3C URI format. The platform should also support standard coding schemes such as such as the Unique Pupil Number.

	R11: Resource lists
	R
	Lists of appropriate resources can be made available in a shareable format.
	For example reading lists could be exchanged or shared both within and across schools, and with other users and the community.

	R12: Syndicate content
	R
	Users can combine data-streams (podcasts, vodcasts, newsfeeds, etc.) from a diversity of sources, and selectively share them with others. 
	For example, these could be gathered from personal or class-based web logs, news sites, and subject-based blogs and sites and distributed as “remixes” or “playlists”.


Curriculum Mapping and Planning

	Requirement
name
	O
	Description
	Notes

	R13: Accessibility
	M
	The platform is accessible, for example adaptive (or ‘assistive’) technologies are provided.
	A detailed set of specifications for accessibility is not considered to be within the scope of this framework. However, it is the responsibility of a platform provider to ensure appropriate accessibility guidelines are followed and that legislation such as the Disability Discrimination Act is adhered to.

	R14: Assessment for learning
	M
	Learners can be given a variety of assessments and diagnostics to support individual learning plans.
	This could be extended to include peer review.

	R15: Customisable interface
	M
	The user interface can be customised to adapt to the learner’s interface preferences.
	This could include learner interface preferences or accessibility requirements, such as choice of font size. 


	R16: Lesson planning
	M
	Enable teachers to produce and share lesson plans.
	A lesson plan format specification could be developed, though HTML is a valid open format..

	R17: Metadata search
	M
	Curriculum information can be used to search for and find resources within the platform.
	Curriculum Online metadata provides some of this information.

	R18: Navigation
	M
	Resource collections can be navigated according to the National Curriculum structures such as those provided by Becta and QCA.
	Metadata and Topic Maps offer possible ways to express these structures.

	R19: Personalisation
	M
	The user’s learning experience can be personalised.
	This could include using a learner profile to adjust the resources that are presented.

	R20: Sequence resources
	M
	Be able to create structured units and sequence learning resources, preferably with some conditional rules that can change and personalise the learning experience depending on behaviour.
	There are several possible specifications that deal with learning design and simple sequencing.

	R21: Metadata harvesting
	R
	Metadata can be automatically retrieved from repositories or web services. 
	The Curriculum Online portal is expected to be one example.

	R22: Sequence activities 
	R
	Be able to sequence learning activities, preferably with some conditional rules that can change and personalise the learning experience depending on behaviour.
	This may need to differentiate between sequencing controlled by the content, teacher or pupil.


Learner engagement and administration

	Requirement
name
	O
	Description
	Notes

	R23: Access off site 
	M
	Users can access the learning platform anytime anywhere.
	This should include all types of users including teachers, pupils and parents.

	R24: Authentication  
	M
	Users can be uniquely identified and verified.
	The aim is to enable a consistent approach to authentication, for example, every user may have a unique user name and password linked to individual or group roles and privileges. An alternative is to use Smart cards. This could enable access to other systems.

	R25: Consistent learner information
	M
	Learner information Is consistent throughout the platform with minimal duplication. Where duplication exists, this is automated to reduce errors and inconsistencies.
	For example a hub integration model could be adopted that allows data to be shared and managed across several systems or learner information may only be accessed through a single shared web service.

	R26: Data protection
	M
	All stored data is secure and matches the requirements of the Data Protection Act for personal data.
	As a minimum this will require conformance with current legislation.

	R27: Groups and roles
	M
	Users can be allocated to one or more groups and assigned roles.
	Roles and permissions affect how users can interact with the platform. Roles include, for example, administrator, teacher, parent or pupil.

	R28: Information access
	M
	Users with appropriate privileges should be able to access appropriate information 

	This could include management information exchanged transparently between systems that may be outside the platform. This could also include support for selective disclosure by electing to share information or resources with other users.

	R29: Learner information export
	M
	Learner information can be exported from the platform.
	This could include support for the automation of provision of statutory information to the DfES or other authorities. 

	R30: Learner information Import
	M
	Learner information can be imported.
	This could include support for transfer of learner records between institutions.

	R31: Portfolios
	M
	Create and maintain electronic portfolios,  for sharing content with others as and when required or to support personal development.
	There are various functions that an of e-portfolio can provide, possibly via links to a range of web services. Portfolios could include goal setting, identifying interests and learning plans.

	R32: Scheduling
	M
	Access to resources can be controlled.
	For example access to a task may be dependent upon successful completion of another or only be available for a set time linked to a timetable.

	R33: Tracking
	M
	Provide facilities to track learners’ behaviour or performance. 
	This could include reporting whether a learner has used a particular resource, the time the learner has been using the system or provide more complex scores or assessment data. Tracking information could be used to provide valuable feedback to learners.

	R34: Usage data
	M
	Information about individual and group usage of the platform. 
	For example, reports could be generated that summarise how and when resources are used.

	R35: Attendance
	R
	Support the measurement and reporting of attendance. 
	For example by providing interfaces to support attendance recording by teachers, or integration with automated attendance tracking devices.

	R36: Self-organisation
	R
	Users can organise resources, bookmarks, and learning content into play lists, and add their own comments, tags and ratings, which may be shared with others.
	Categorising and making connections assists learners in making sense out of learning resources.



	R37: Timetabling


	R
	A timetable can be produced and managed. 
	This might be linked to a personalised learning space and scheduling of resources.


Tools and services

	Requirement
name
	O
	Description
	Notes

	R38: Discussion forums


	M
	Users can post messages to discussion forums.
	Both intranet and internet services could be considered plus desktop clients as well as web clients.

	R39: Rights management
	M
	Functionality is provided that supports and recognises various licensing conditions and restricts access if appropriate. 
	This may be simply to inform the user of any rights, including Creative Commons licenses, or could involve restriction of unauthorised access. This should include the ability to tag user created resources with rights information.

	R40: Web services
	M
	The platform can transparently interact with a range of web services using standard protocols.
	For example users could search the Curriculum Online portal from within the platform.

	R41: Audio-visual conferencing
	R
	Audio and video conferencing is supported.
	This would enable voice or visual communication with peers or teachers, for example using Voice over internet protocol (VOIP).

	R42: Blog
	R
	Enable users to create web logs.
	This could include a facility for multimedia entries and integration of an e-portfolio with selective disclosure.

	R43: Email 
	R
	Email is facilitated and mailing lists can be managed for groups of users.
	Could include emailing to groups or roles. Email should be available to all users, though this is likely to be the responsibility of the ISP, a platform should be able to integrate with email.

	R44: Knowledge construction
	R
	Knowledge construction tools, such as Wiki type facilities, are available.
	These could be within or outside the platform.

	R45: Messaging
	R
	Text or multimedia messages can be sent to individuals or groups of users.
	The possibility to send messages to mobile phones is a useful feature.

	R46: Other Activities
	R
	Provide support for non-teaching activities such as sports teams, clubs and societies, community action, and student projects
	Tools for managing teaching activities should be flexible and usable for non-teaching activities, created and managed both by teachers and pupils as appropriate.

	R47: RSS
	R
	RSS newsfeeds can be integrated into the platform.
	This should include output of RSS as well as input.


Appendix 2: Learning Platform Links
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