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Summary

“The business drivers for open source 
applications in higher education favor 
proprietary product providers. … the 
challenges for open source initiatives 
is to develop more stability than 
proprietary providers. That can only 
happen if there is a very large shift of 
industry financial resources from 
proprietary to open source. … there 
are no signs that a large shift is 
occurring at this time.”

Rob Abel, “Best Practices in Open Source in Higher Education 
Study,” A-HEC, 3 February 2006.
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Higher education open source

Rob Abel, “Best Practices in Open Source in Higher Education 
Study,” A-HEC, 3 February 2006.

Product Leading
Most

Considered Viable
uPortal+Luminus
+Academus 16% 30% 67%
Moodle CMS 5% 23% 19%
Sakai CLE 4% 28% 13%
OSPI ePortfolio 2% 12% 7%
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Survey respondent comments

• Open source strengths
• Total cost of ownership
• Integration with the campus 

infrastructure
• Functionality
• Security

• Open source weaknesses
• People skills required
• Commercial support
• Product maturity

Rob Abel, “Best Practices in Open Source in Higher Education 
Study,” A-HEC, 3 February 2006.
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Conclusion

Without changes in the behaviour of 
colleges and universities and their 
open source development projects, it 
is unlikely that any current open 
source “product” will be sustainable 
in higher education.
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Sustainability

“Adopted to economics, sustainability 
focuses on constancy, permanence and 
[preserving] economical resources. The 
term is  associated with long-term goals, 
long-term planning and long-term success. 
Economical sustainability is medium- and 
long-term profit maximization. Sustainable 
products are products offering medium-and 
long-term customer-value. They persist 
over a longer period of time.”

Hoppe and Breitner, “Sustainable Business Models
for E-Learning,” 7 January 2004.
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Software users want

• Required features + ability to add

• Sustainability
• Reliable software

• Long-term product support

• Training and documentation

• Active user community

• Enhancements synchronized with needs

• Reasonable costs

• Integration with other software

• Availability of trained staff

• Freedom to choose suppliers



Open source business models
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Open source business models

• Software packaging

• Suite certification

• Support services

• Consulting

• ASP remote hosting

• Supplementary “added value”
software

• Dual open/commercial licensing
Justin Tilton, “Open Source Business Models,” 17 January 2006
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Business strategies (observed)

Firm Strategy
AcademicEdge Complementary products
Embanet Sakai ASP
Harvest Road Complementary products
IBM Corporation Consulting
Optaro Consulting
Ostrakon Product supplement
Pearson Education Complementary products
r*smart group Supported suite
remoteLearner Supported suite
Sun Microsystems Consulting, product supplement
SunGard Higher Education unknown
Unicon Inc. Supported suite
Unisys Consulting
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Markets for software

Markets for Software (U.S.)
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Supported products

Firm Stud
en

t
Kua

li
OS Port

fol
io

Sak
ai 

CLE
Moo

dle
Fed

ora
uP

ort
al

Port
let

s

AdvantageEdge √√√√ √√√√
r*smart √√√√ √√√√ √√√√
remote.learner √√√√ √√√√ √√√√
Unicon √√√√ √√√√ √√√√

Supported Product Suites
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Business evaluations (in GBP)

Comparable Clients Basis Value GBP
Moodle

Blackboard 10,875 59,727 649,531,419
Red Hat - £858 10,875 3,441 37,425,865
5% with support 544 3,441 1,871,293

uPortal (excluding Luminus and Academus)
Plumtree 450 158,452 71,303,383
Red Hat - £858 450 3,441 1,548,656
10% with support 45 3,441 154,866

Suites
uPortal, Moodle, CREE 589 6,883 16,251,483
uPortal, Moodle, CREE, 
Sakai, Hypercontent 634 13,766 34,987,269
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Moodle sites 2003-2006
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Path to sustainability

• Cooperation among development 
projects to ensure compliance with 
open standards. 

• Cooperation between development 
projects and commercial firms.
• Technology transfer

• Access to community

• Community building within each 
development project focusing on 
their end-users.
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Business risks

While the evaluations suggest an 
investment by businesses in open 
source higher education software 
projects, there are significant risks in 
higher education.
• The potential market is small compared 

to other sectors.

• Historically higher education has rarely 
actively supported commercial efforts 
focused on education.
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Is uPortal sustainable?

• The open source portal/portal framework 
uPortal was also highly recognized and 
expected to succeed in the marketplace. 
uPortal came out on top from those 
respondents that rated their knowledge as 
excellent or expert.

• The open source course management 
system (CMS) Sakai emerged as the most 
recognized … over 75% of the respondents 
had heard of Sakai.

Ron Abel, “Preliminary Analysis of the 
Open Source in Higher Education Survey,” Alliance for 

Higher Education Competitiveness, May 3, 2005.
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Conclusion repeated

Without changes in the behaviour of 
colleges and universities and their 
open source development projects, it 
is unlikely that any current open 
source “product” will be sustainable 
in higher education.



The end

jxf@immagic.com
jxf@Georgetown.edu
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Credits

This presentation is based on a 
presentation made by Justin Tilton at 
the “Open Source in Government 
Conference,” March 16, 2004, at George 
Washington University and his 
subsequent research at the University of 
Maryland’s Robert H. Smith School of 
Business. He is now education program 
manger at AOL.

im+m’s Jon Allen provided graphical 
design and graphics, and suggestions on 
presentation.
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Permissions

The cited Georgetown University 
documents and JA-SIG and im+m 
publications are in the public domain 
and can be freely reproduced. 
Information in this presentation was 
taken from public sources or with 
permission and can be redistributed.

The presentation itself can be 
reproduced and redistributed 
provided there are no changes made 
to the content.


