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Origins of this report 

This report originated from a specific need of the eLab, the eLearning Laboratory of USI and SUPSI located 
in Lugano.  

At the beginning of 2004 the eLab was in charge of selecting a LMS for hosting the curricular courses of USI 
and SUPSI. The eLab choiche was oriented toward an Open Source solution for at least three reasons: 

1. eLab has trained staff for managing Open Source software 

2. eLab had no funds to invest all at once in a commercial LMS 

3. Observation revealed that some Open Source LMS had reached a stage of maturity 

 

eLab therefore initiated a constant observation of Open Source LMS, which led, in May 2004, to the adoption 
of Moodle. 

After that, eLab continued to invest in monitoring the Open Source domain for maturing and promising 
software in the eLearning domain. This report is the first result of that prolonged observation, and was written 
in order to share its results and to provide a fixed reference for future work. 

Included LMSs 

The current report includes seven Open Source LMSs (OSLMS) and, as a comparison term, two 
commercial LMSs (CLMS). 

Of the seven OSLMS, five were directly inspected, having eLab staff trying them out hands-on. They are: 

1. Claroline 

2. Moodle 

3. ATutor 

4. Ilias 

5. SpaghettiLearning 

 

The remaining two were only reviewed, i.e. their demo sites were browsed but no thorough testing was 
made.  This decision was made as these software did not revealed significant improvements occurred during 
the last 6 months, in term of viable solutions for a development-oriented eLearning lab (i.e. they do not seem 
to be a ready-to-go solution). For these OSLMs some information is missing. They are: 

1. DOTLRN 

2. BAZAAR 

 

Finally, information about two CLMSs was included in order to offer a minimal comparison for the OSLMSs. 
For the two CLMs technical information was omitted (in any case, an eLearning team will not have to deal 
with the code), and the information about the development community too (as there is no such a community). 
They are: 

1. WebCT CE  

2. WebCT Vista 

 

The original review conducted between January and May 2004 also included Mimerdesk 
(www.mimerdesk.org) and Fle3 (www.fle3.org). As they are tools for CSCL, they were omitted from this 
report. 

The original review also included three other OSLMSs, namely ELEDGE, LON-CAPA, and OPENUS. They 
are also not included in this report as they do not seem to have produced big improvements in the last 
period. 
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Finally, CHEF, another OSLMS, is not included as it is now integrated into the SAKAI project (see below for 
comments on this). 

Other interesting OSLMSs 

Other interesting OSLMs are available for which this report does not provide full information. 

Namely, SAKAI (http://sakaiproject.org) is now at version 1. “The Sakai Project is a $6.8M community source 
software development project founded by the University of Michigan, Indiana University, MIT, Stanford, the 
uPortal Consortium, and the Open Knowledge Initiative (OKI) with the support of the Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation.  The project is producing open source Collaboration and Learning Environment (CLE) software 
with the first release in July 2004.  The Sakai Educational Partners' Program (SEPP) extends this community 
source project to other academic institutions around the world, and is supported by the William and Flora 
Hewlett Foundation and SEPP member contributions.” Currently SAKAI is in its early stage, so no complete 
data was included in this report 

For a list of (all?) OSLMs available, refer to http://www.bris.ac.uk/is/projects/violet/opensourcevles 

How to read the data 

The data collected in this report are summarized in three tables. 

LMS Description 

The first table provides a description of the considered LMSs:  

- Name 

- URL 

- Current version 

- Main developer 

- Number of core developers 

- Number of community participants 

- Number of known installations.  

 

This information was collected from the LMS websites. 

Notice that the number of core developers, community members and known installation is probably the most 
relevant indicator of success for an OS software. 

Technical Information 

The second table reports technical information only for OSLMSs, namely  

- The languages it is available (MLT means that other languages are available on top of English, 
Italian, French, and German). 

- The supported browsers 

- The main programming language 

- The supported servers 

- The supported DBMS 

 

This information was collected from the specification documents, which are not always complete. Notice that 
most LMS are written in PHP, and run on all the more common servers. 

This information is relevant as a condition for a successful service based on an OSLMS is the availability of a 
programmer who can deal with the code. 
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Functions 

The last table provides a list of functions which are checked as available (red – dark grey if printed in black 
and white) not available (white) against the LMSs. Orange (light grey if printed in black and white) means 
that the function is available but not fully, or with some potential problems. 

These are the considered functions: 

1. COMMUNICATION   

a. Forum: it is possible to activate and manage discussion forums (1 to many asynchronous 
messages) 

b. Email (internal): there is an internal email communication tool (1 to 1 asynchronous 
messaging) 

c. Chat: there is a chat line (synchronous messaging) 

d. Whiteboard: is it possible to activate a shared synchronous drawing sketchpad 

e. Announcements: (teacher to students asynchronous communication) 

f. Collaborative design: there are tools for collaborative design projects (typical of CSCL) 

g. Who's online? Users can know who else is online when they are online 

h. Instant Messaging (1 to 1 synchronous text-based communication) 

2. CONTENT 

a. Course files: teachers can upload files 

b. Course folders: teachers can create folders 

c. Web links: teachers can insert web links 

d. Portals: teachers can create different access portals (this is a typical DOTLRN construct) 

e. Offline content: teachers (and students) can download content for off-line use (if a standard 
is used, it is indicated) 

f. HTML Content Editor: teachers can edit content with a WYSIWYG online editor 

g. Learning path/lesson: teachers can create sequences of materials or content 

h. Syllabus: teachers can create a syllabus of the course with a specific tool 

i. Search: there is a search facility 

j. Wiki: there is a Wiki tool 

k. Glossary: there is a glossary tool 

l. Course map: the LMS automatically generated a course map 

m. Hide resources: teachers can hide/show resources 

n. Prerequirement release: teachers can set the release of contents based on students’ 
previous activities 

o. Date release: teachers can set the release of contents based on dates 

p. Students take notes: students can take personal notes 

q. Student personal files: students can upload personal files 

r. Student personal desktop: students can organize their personal desktop 

s. Student personal bookmarks (internal): students can make personal bookmarks for objects 
in the course 

 

3. ACTIVITY 

a. Calendar/Agenda: there is calendar facility 
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b. Progress: the system indicates to the students what they have done/what they should do 
next 

c. Assignments submission: there is a “homework drop-box” facility 

d. Group file sharing: groups can share files 

e. Student file sharing: students can share files 

f. Student portfolios: students can create a portfolio of their work 

g. Feedback / Survey: teachers can conduct surveys 

h. Personal journal: students can have their personal diary 

i. Peer collaboration: there are tools for peer collaboration (general) 

j. Group support: teachers can create and manage groups 

 

4. TEST 

a. Self-assessment: teachers can create self-assessment exercises 

b. Online grading: teachers can manage grades online 

 

5. SERVICES 

a. Help: there is a good integrated help  

b. Student tracking: teachers can see student data and activities 

c. Access privileges: there are multiple level access privileges (not only student/teacher) 

d. Customizable course look-and-feel: each course can be customized 

e. POP/LDAP registration: it is possible to integrate access control with a POP or LDAP 
system 

f. Batch registration: administrators can manage students via txt or XML files 

g. Self registration: students can register and enroll into courses by themselves 

 

6. USABILITY (notice that usability scores are out of a scale of 5 (0 = poorly usable; 5 = very usable. 
Usability values were the result of expert inspection, and were not confirmed by user testing. Moreover, 
there is just one value for each profile, so that 3 might indicate either that a LMS is usable but has 
specific localized problems or that in general it is not very usable) 

a. Usability student 

b. Usability teacher 

c. Usability admin 

 

Reliability of data 

This report is intended for internal use and is circulated only for sharing information. The eLab does not 
make any claim about the completeness or accuracy of the reported information. 
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CLAROLINE www.claroline.net version 1.5.2 Cath. Uni. Leuven, EU supported 20 1600 250

MOODLE http://moodle.org version 1.4.2 Martin Dougiamas 50 3200 2250

ATUTOR www.atutor.ca version 1.4.3 University of Toronto 10 200 100

ILIAS http://www.ilias.uni-koeln.de/ios/index-e.html version 3.2.0 VIRTUS / Uni Koeln 6 700 120

SPAGHETTILEARNING www.spaghettilearning.com version 1.1 Spaghetti Learning Team 3 4000 40

DOTLRN http://dotlrn.org/ version 1 MIT Sloan ? ? 29

BAZAAR http://klaatu.pc.athabascau.ca version 7 Athabasca University, Canada OU ? ? 14

WEBCT CE www.webct.com version 4.0 WebCT

WEBCT VISTA www.webct.com version 3.0 WebCT
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