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Introduction

The Learning Management System (LMS) is an enterprise-wide software solution for delivering, managing, and tracking e-learning.  Both business and academic enterprises utilize the LMS for system-wide training and education.  Although Alley and Jansak (n.d.) note that “learning environments should be centered around knowledge, learners, social interactions, and assessment” (p. 4), this paper will contrast and compare the criteria by which the LMS might be chosen by either the business or academic enterprise.

Evaluation Issues

Criteria for evaluating or choosing may differ between the business and academic environments.  Business training and development may focus on “just in time” training, certification, business performance management and resource management.  Academic enterprises generally provide e-learning as an alternative to classroom coursework, especially for working adults.  Despite the increase in the enrollment of working adults in distance education programs, residency programs are also utilizing e-learning.  This trend creates a market for training and developing the academic instructor, as well as, the business trainer. 

Common to Business and Academic

Some evaluation criteria will be similar between the business and academic environments.  Some of the key stakeholders will be similar:  learners, curriculum planners, instructional designers, financial decision makers (ASTD, 2001).  It will be important to get to know other institutions or enterprises using distance learning and to experience distance learning directly before making a decision.  All stakeholders need to have a say in the decision process; ask questions of each category and get their feedback.  A cost-benefit analysis will need to be prepared; even in the academic environment, there will need to be an accounting for the effectiveness of the e-learning initiative.  In both academic and business environments, the LMS will need to be advertised, although the methods may differ.  Personnel will need to be trained in the chosen LMS, while pilot courses are developed, tried, and evaluated.

Business Environment

Some evaluation criteria are unique to the business environment.  For instance, in the business environment there will be managers, trainers, instructional designers, technical experts, and human resource managers as key stakeholders (ASTD, 2001).  Attending trade shows and vendor demonstrations may be an excellent way to find out about what other companies are using for their e-learning ventures.  In the business environment it may be more critical to select the right courses to be offered initially.  Learners and trainers needs may differ; it is important to ask the appropriate questions about what format to use for course delivery and how the trainer will communicate with the learner (ASTD, 2001).  In the business environment the cost-benefit analysis will most likely come at the beginning of the process of selection of the LMS.  Leadership commitment needs to come from senior management staff (ASTD, 2001), and with leadership commitment will come the development of a strategic plan.  From the strategic plan, the financial decision makers can obtain funding for the e-learning initiative.  Marketing and communication plans may include e-mail, the Internet, a LAN or WAN, direct mail, in-house brochures, telephone, or fax (ASTD, 2001).  The business environment may engage in a more orderly process of training personnel in the use of the chosen LMS, develop pilot courses, and evaluate pilots.

Academic Environment

Some evaluation criteria are unique to the academic environment.  For instance, Hazari (1998) recommends choosing “the ‘best fit’ depending on existing infrastructure, faculty experience, needs, and additional requirements” (p. 2).  The cost-benefit analysis may be delayed in the academic environment until enough experience has accrued with e-learning.  In addition, leadership commitment may be piecemeal, as faculty members adapt to the new e-learning opportunities.  Likewise, funding for the LMS may come from a department or grants; advertising may occur by word of mouth or through the university public relations office; it will likely be more informal than in the business environment.  It would be nice to believe that a large university would have the foresight to train faculty, develop pilot courses, and evaluate a LMS system-wide; however, this is likely not the case in the academic environment.  Individual faculty will most likely develop a course at a time and when a critical mass is reached, a system-wide LMS chosen and made available.

Hazari (1998) recommends a three-way interaction between the student with the content, the student with the instructor, and the student with other students(s) (p. 5).  In addition, the academic environment is more likely to need the LMS to provide a more collaborative learning environment where content can be reworked according to the needs of the student and the teaching style of the instructor (Hazari, 1998, pp. 4-5).  In addition, IHEP benchmarks (2001) recommend student interaction with faculty and other students through voice-mail and e-mail (p. 26).  

Steps to a Decision

General guidelines to assist either the business or the academic environment personnel in choosing a learning management system that is “just right” for their organization are presented in Appendix A.  These steps are taken from several sources and have been grouped together somewhat differently from their source documents (ASTD, 2001; IHEP, 2001; and Lguide, 2001).

Summary

Evaluating learning management systems for use in the business and academic environments involves cooperation at all levels of the enterprise.  Learners, instructors, decision makers, instructional designers, and financial people must be involved in choosing the right LMS for the right circumstances.  Financial considerations, as well as instructional design considerations, must be taken into account.  The LMS must also be evaluated regularly for effectiveness and for usefulness in developing content.
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Appendix A

Institutional Considerations

· Form your distance learning team (ASTD, 2001)

· Get leadership commitment (ASTD, 2001)

· Develop a strategic plan (ASTD, 2001)

· Obtain funding (ASTD, 2001)

· Document a technology plan that includes electronic security measures (IHEP, 2001)

· Create a reliable technology delivery system that is as failsafe as possible (IHEP, 2001)

· Create a centralized system which provides support for building and maintaining the distance education infrastructure (IHEP, 2001)

· Visit organizations currently using distance learning (ASTD, 2001) 

· Prepare and present a cost-benefit analysis (ASTD, 2001)

· Develop marketing and communication plans (ASTD, 2001)

· Experience it (ASTD, 2001)

· Attend trade shows and vendor demonstrations (ASTD, 2001)

· Determine the LMS business requirements (Lguide, 2001)

· Research LMS vendors (Lguide, 2001)

· Conduct vendor demonstrations (Lguide, 2001)

· Narrow potential vendors for consideration (Lguide, 2001)

· Develop and distribute the Request For Proposals (Lguide, 2001)

· Prepare your company for change (Lguide, 2001)

· Evaluate proposals and short list vendors (Lguide, 2001)

· Negotiate the LMS contract and get ready for implementation (Lguide, 2001)

Course Design Considerations

· Select carefully the initial course offerings (ASTD, 2001)

· Assess learners’ needs (ASTD, 2001)

· Select distance learning technologies (ASTD, 2001)

· Develop pilot course design/conversion (ASTD, 2001)

· Conduct pilot events (ASTD, 2001)

· Evaluate pilots (ASTD, 2001)

· Continue course design, conversion, and evaluation (ASTD, 2001)

· Use minimum standards for course development, design, and delivery (IHEP, 2001)

· Allow learning outcomes to determine the technology being used to deliver course content (IHEP, 2001)

· Review instructional materials periodically (IHEP, 2001)

· Design courses that require students to engage themselves in analysis, synthesis, and evaluation (IHEP, 2001)

· Conduct an LMS needs assessment (Lguide, 2001)

· Conduct final vendor presentations and select a vendor (Lguide, 2001)

Instructor Considerations

· Train personnel (ASTD, 2001)

· Provide technical assistance in course development (IHEP, 2001)

· Assist faculty members in the transition from classroom teaching to online instruction (IHEP, 2001)

Learner Considerations

· Determine whether prospective students possess the self-motivation and minimal technology for the proposed distance learning program (IHEP, 2001)

· Provide students with supplemental course information (IHEP, 2001)

· Make sure students have access to library resources (IHEP, 2001)

· Determine both faculty and student expectations regarding assignments (IHEP, 2001)

