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INTRODUCTION 

PURPOSE AND ORGANIZATION OF REPORT 
This report is designed help you understand the ongoing changes in adoption patterns for higher 
education Learning Management Systems (LMSs, also known as “Course Management Systems” or 
“Virtual Learning Environments”). It analyzes who is moving to or away from which platforms and how 
quickly they are moving. It also examines the factors that we believe are influencing that movement 
and may change movement patterns in the near future. The report is intended to be useful for colleges 
and universities that are developing an LMS strategy as well as for vendors, investors, and journalists who 
need context to make sense of new market developments. 

The focus of this report is primarily the institutional higher education LMS market in the United States and 
Canada.1 But as we will see, new growth in K-12 and international markets is starting to have an impact 
on the US/Canadian market.  

The report is organized into three parts: 

• Past to Present provides a big-picture overview of the adoption patterns and trends that have 
defined the market to date and frames questions about possible changes in market dynamics 
going forward. Some of this will be familiar to people with experience in the LMS market. 
However, we believe our new analysis based on the data provided by our partner LISTedTECH 
challenges some of the conventional wisdom about how the LMS market has worked and how it 
may be changing.  

• Drivers of Change examines the forces we believe are influencing the market movement that 
we are seeing now, the ones that we expect to influence movement soon, and the ones that 
we do not expect to have influence under current conditions but may become influential if 
these conditions change.  

• The Next Twelve Months raises some major questions we endeavor to answer about ongoing 
changes in the market and describes the indicators we will be looking at in order to answer 
those questions.  

  

                                                        
1 By institutional we mean systems that are officially selected and supported by higher education 
institutions. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
The overarching theme of this report is that despite having many of the same vendors, the LMS market 
of today is changing significantly from that of the 2000s, and we are still in the early stages of those 
changes. The choices that customers have may look very different in the next year or two than they do 
now.  

Our major findings are as follows: 

• When we look back over the last 15 years of LMS market data, we find that the majority of 
market movement from 2003 to 2011 was driven by Blackboard’s corporate acquisitions and 
the market reactions to this behavior. A majority of institutions moved to a new LMS when they 
were faced with a forced migration. LMS platforms that gained market share during that period 
gained most of it from discontinued platforms.  

• There is mounting evidence that this dynamic began to change in 2011. Over the past few 
years, colleges and universities have began to leave LMS platforms even when they are not 
forced to do so. 

• One major reason for this shift is the adoption of new technical interoperability standards that 
make migration easier. 

• The availability of vendor hosting in general and cloud-based offerings in particular has also 
provided a major incentive for customers to consider a change, since the benefits in system 
reliability and total cost of ownership can be substantial.  

• Instructure’s Canvas has successfully established its market position by its cloud-based design 
and ease of use for broad ranges of faculty members. In fact, today’s market could be 
characterized as being driven by Canvas’s client wins and their competitors reacting to 
Instructure. 

• We believe that these developments signal the early stages of a market that is still in the process 
of transformation. We expect to see continuing changes in adoption patterns, and the pace of 
change may very well increase. 

• Growth in international and K-12 markets complicate predictions about which vendors will do 
well in the long run. For example, Blackboard is currently losing market share in the US/Canadian 
market but growing internationally. How these changes will affect its long-term ability and 
motivation to become more competitive in the US/Canadian market is not yet clear. 

• At the same time, there are now well-funded LMS entrants that started in K-12 or international 
markets but have grown large enough to potentially break into the US/Canadian higher 
education market. For example, Schoology, which has until recently been focused on K-12, is 
showing early signs of being competitive in higher education as well. 

• Other developments, such as growing interest in Competency-Based Education, are not 
affecting LMS market dynamics at the moment but may become influential in the next few 
years. 
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PAST TO PRESENT 

SECTION SUMMARY 
• The commercial higher education LMS market was established in the US around 1997 and 

reached saturation around 2003. 
• Historically, these platforms have had a high degree of lock-in. 
• Blackboard’s early strategy was to acquire growing competitors while the market was still 

expanding, thus locking in a large percentage of market share for the long term. 
• Due to a combination of Blackboard’s policy of forcing acquired customers to migrate to 

Blackboard Learn and a range of other business practices that proved unpopular with 
customers, Blackboard lost many of its acquired customers over time. 

• However, aside from forced migrations due to the retirement of a platform, there has been little 
evidence of significant percentages of schools opting to move from one LMS to another on their 
own impetus (elective migration) until recently. 

• Open source platforms Moodle and Sakai failed to inspire elective migration in large numbers, 
as did attempted disruptive innovators like OpenClass, Coursekit / Lore, and WordPress. 

• However, Instructure’s Canvas appears to have inspired elective migration at levels that other 
platforms have not. 

• Instructure’s recent success raises questions about how much room there is for further elective 
migration as well as the degree to which there are opportunities for other new entrants to break 
in. 

THE PAST: THE SHAPING OF A MARKET 
We have seen a lot of confused reporting about the size and scope of the LMS market, in part because 
the term “Learning Management System” applies to two distinct product categories. Historically, 
corporate LMSs have borne little resemblance to academic LMS systems. But because there is a small 
amount of overlap in these markets, the two product categories get lumped together in market 
analysis. Furthermore, the dynamics of the K-12 market are different from higher education, and 
different countries have different market dynamics. Since the early history of the US/Canadian market 
has had a strong influence on the the academic LMS market of today, it is important to understand that 
history. 

Three major historic trends in US/Canada have shaped today’s global academic LMS market: 

• Market saturation 
• A high degree of product lock-in 
• Blackboard’s market consolidation strategy through 2009 

These three conditions not only created the market that we have today but also created some popular 
beliefs about the way that the LMS market will continue to work in the future. In particular, Blackboard’s 
business strategy was to buy up as much market share as possible during the time when the market was 
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growing, under the hypothesis that customers would find it difficult to migrate, thus giving the company 
a long-term dominant position. Over time, different competitors entered the market with different 
hypotheses about how Blackboard’s dominance could be cracked. As we will explore later in this 
section, some of the hypotheses of the various entrants (including Blackboard) have turned out to be 
false while others have not yet been fully tested. 

RAPID GROWTH AND MARKET SATURATION 
While virtual learning environments2 have been around at least since the early 1950s, the US/Canadian 
market began its period of rapid growth when the first commercially available web-based LMS solutions 
became available in the mid 1990s. Most notably, eCollege.com was created in 1995 (known at the 
time as Real Networks), WebCT was created in 1996, and Blackboard Learn was created in 1997 (known 
at the time as CourseInfo).  

The period of 1997 through 2003 witnessed massive growth, to the extent that more than 90% of all US 
institutions had an official LMS by 2003, according to an EDUCAUSE survey conducted in late 2002.3 
There was some variation by institution type; for example, only 86.5% of institutions offering four-year 
degrees but no graduate degrees reported having an LMS by that time, according to the same 
EDUCAUSE survey.  

While faculty adoption of an LMS took much longer and has only recently reached 70 – 80% of all 
courses in US higher education, institutional adoption was rapid: approximately 7 years for the market to 
saturate at 90+% of institutions. D2L4 and ANGEL Learning came to market during this period of rapid 
growth, while Moodle and Sakai appeared near the end of it.  

Since roughly 2003, license growth has become a zero-sum game in the US/Canadian market. Market 
players that cannot take share from the established entrants can pursue growth strategies in the 
adjacent K-12, corporate, and international markets, but these strategies are often slow-growing and 
expensive to pursue.  

The period of 1997 through 2003 witnessed massive growth, to the extent 
more than 90% of all US institutions had an official LMS by 2003. 

PRODUCT LOCK-IN 
As we mentioned earlier, the explosive growth of institutional LMS adoption was triggered by the advent 
of commercially supported web-based systems. This is true despite the fact that nearly all the systems 
with significant adoption, both then and now, started as home-grown projects at universities and only 
later were commercialized as standalone companies. Adopting an institutional LMS is a major 
undertaking, with obvious challenges posed by implementing any major enterprise software system. 
More importantly, it requires major change management efforts with faculty, who must learn the new 
system, set up their course content, adjust course designs for the particular capabilities and limitations of 
                                                        
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_virtual_learning_environments 
3 https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/pub8000e.pdf 
4 In 2014 Desire2Learn rebranded the company as D2L and the LMS product as Brightspace. 
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the product, and receive ongoing support. For these reasons, customers do not migrate to a new 
platform often. The typical age of an institutional LMS implementation in this market is almost nine years.  

Homegrown LMSs can be more than 20 years old, suggesting that schools with these systems have an 
additional institutional inertia to overcome in order to endure the pain of a migration to a new system. 
For most of the history of the LMS, therefore, institutions have most often migrated to a new system when 
they were forced to because of a product end-of-life decision by a vendor. 

Figure 1: Average Age of Primary Active LMS in US and Canada 

 

BLACKBOARD’S EARLY MARKET DOMINANCE 
Almost from its inception, Blackboard’s strategy was to take advantage of these market dynamics by 
acquiring other LMS vendors. Blackboard Learn itself was the result of the 1998 merger of the consulting 
company run by the founders with an LMS platform company called CourseInfo. This was followed by 
the acquisition of small providers MadDuck Technologies in 2000 and Prometheus in 2002. But their 
largest acquisition by far was WebCT in 2006. At that point, WebCT’s market share was a close second 
to Blackboard’s, in a saturated market. The combined company had close to eighty percent of 
US/Canadian not-for-profit market share and sixty-four percent of the total US/Canadian market, 
including for-profit colleges and universities. Blackboard then acquired ANGEL Learning in 2009 and 
Moodlerooms, a Moodle hosting provider, in 2012.  

But Blackboard began to leak customers almost immediately after each acquisition. Many of those 
customers had chosen the  selected platform instead of choosing Blackboard, leading to customer 
concerns that they were being acquired instead of acquiring a system. Their concerns were quickly 
amplified by Blackboard’s practice of ending support for the newly acquired platform and attempting 
to force-migrate customers to Blackboard Learn. As a result, customers were forced to accept not just a 
vendor they had specifically chosen to avoid but also the pain of migrating to a new system. This usually 
triggered an evaluation process on the part of the acquired customers; if customers were going to have 
to migrate anyway, it made sense to explore all options. Rather than locking customers in forever, 
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Blackboard’s acquire-and-migrate strategy gave them market share like a leaky bathtub. They could fill 
it up, but they had to keep refilling it with new acquisitions. And in the process, they taught roughly 50% 
of the market that they could survive an LMS migration. 

Blackboard’s acquire-and-migrate strategy gave them market share like 
a leaky bathtub. They could fill it up, but they had to keep refilling it with 
new acquisitions. And in the process, they taught roughly 50% of the 
market that they could survive an LMS migration. 

From the period beginning in 2004 through at least 2008, some of the drop was deliberate, as the 
company raised prices substantially for their least profitable Blackboard Basic customers. That said, it is 
clear that Blackboard Learn’s market share in the US/Canadian market has not grown since 2004. 

In 2006, Blackboard added a second prong to its overall market 
strategy by suing Desire2Learn, one of its most effective 
competitors at the time, for patent infringement. The apparent 
goal was both to freeze Desire2Learn’s growth by creating 
uncertainty in the market and to discourage other potential 
market entrants. But the company was forced to abandon that 
strategy in 2010 after several legal setbacks. Nevertheless, 
Blackboard continued to pursue its acquisition strategy, acquiring 
ANGEL Learning in 2009 and Moodlerooms, the largest Moodle 
support and hosting provider in the US, in 2012. (We will have more 
to say about Moodlerooms and Blackboard’s other Moodle-
related acquisitions later in this report.) This strategy ultimately did not staunch the company’s 
continuing erosion of market share.  

BLACKBOARD CUSTOMER LOSS 

� SEE OUR 2007 ANALYSIS OF 
BLACKBOARD’S STRATEGY TO 
SHED ITS UNPROFITABLE BASIC 
CUSTOMERS. 

� SEE OUR 2010 REPORT ON 
BLACKBOARD’S CUSTOMER 
LOSS TREND AT THE TIME.  

http://mfeldstein.com/blackboard-is-losing-customers-but-what-does-it-mean/
http://mfeldstein.com/the-evolving-lms-market-part-ii/
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Figure 2: Blackboard's Acquired vs. Organic Market Growth 

 

Blackboard itself was acquired by a private equity firm in 2011, and by the end of 2012 both co-
founders and a majority of executives from the 2000s had left the company. A new executive team 
changed strategies, explicitly declaring that the company would no longer use acquisitions to buy 
market share. But this change begged the question: What would the LMS market look like with a weaker 
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board Learn’s organic market share. We have provided two separate graphs to make the difference clear.
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Blackboard? The entire early history of broad LMS adoption was driven by Blackboard’s dominance. 
Only WebCT ever came close to matching Blackboard in market share, and their rise happened largely 
before the market was saturated. Could Blackboard stabilize its market share, or would they continue to 
lose customers? Could new entrants break in, or would the gains all go to existing players? We are only 
beginning to get data that will answer these questions. But the last few years have brought some 
surprises. 

THE ROAD TO NOW: A MARKET IN TRANSITION 
Despite the market movement directly fed by Blackboard’s corporate acquisition and litigation 
strategy, nobody knew how much the market was capable of evolving, given the high degree of lock-
in. It was possible that, once WebCT and ANGEL product lines were finally retired and the customers on 
those platforms finished their migrations, the market would settle into a kind of stasis, with customers 
deciding that tolerating their current platform and vendor was less painful than migration.  

It was possible that, once WebCT and ANGEL product lines were finally 
retired and the customers on those platforms finished their migrations, the 
market would settle into a kind of stasis, with customers deciding that 
tolerating their current platform and vendor was less painful than 
migration. 

Alternatively, most new market entrants subscribed to one of three theories of how customers might be 
enticed to make an elective migration (i.e., to switch their LMS without being forced to do so). The first 
was that customers would flock to open source alternatives that would give them some independence 
from forced migrations and other undesirable vendor tactics. The second was that the LMS as a product 
category would fall victim to disruptive innovation. And the third was a commercial vendor, either 
existing or new, would offer a product and customer experience with enough improvement to 
convince customers that migration would be worth the trouble. 

We will examine each of these theories of change in turn. 

THE RISE AND PLATEAU OF OPEN SOURCE 
While there are dozens of open source academic LMSs worldwide, only two—Moodle and Sakai—
gained substantial market share in the US/Canadian market. 5  Both specifically benefited from 
Blackboard’s market behaviors. And although they gained prominence at the very end of the growth 
period in the market, both benefited from working their way into niches in the market that were not yet 
fully saturated by commercial offerings.  

Sakai was originally developed by a consortium of US-based research universities. Notably, it entered 
the market when all of the founding institutions were still using homegrown LMS platforms. The schools 
decided that, while the economics of developing their own platforms no longer made sense, they were 

                                                        
5 Canvas is a variant of open source called Open Core and is not included in the same model as 
Moodle and Sakai. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Open_core. 
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not satisfied with the commercial offerings at the time. The early rhetoric of the project was anti-vendor 
in general and anti-Blackboard in particular, focusing on the need for schools to make their own 
decisions about feature development and about needing a platform that would not be acquired by a 
vendor. Over time, Sakai grew its footprint to include a more diverse array of schools and has gained 
traction in some international markets, although its consortial development model is still heavily 
influenced by the larger research universities that can afford to contribute development resources. 

Moodle’s trajectory is quite different in many ways. Originally developed by Martin Dougiamas, a 
graduate student in education and a WebCT administrator at an Australian university, Moodle was 
already growing internationally when it started to gain traction in the US/Canadian market, for several 
reasons. First, it is lightweight and easy to run, at least for small installations. In contrast to Sakai, which 
was conceived from the beginning to be an enterprise system, Moodle can run from a $10/month web 
hosting account, a desktop computer, or even a flash drive. On some campuses, Moodle started off as 
a guerilla installation run by individual faculty members who preferred not to use their institutional LMS. 
Second, it has a robust support partner network. Dougiamas formed an Australian corporation called 
Moodle Pty that does most of the Moodle software development, but that company generally does not 
host or directly support campuses.6 Instead, support partners pay Moodle Pty a percentage of their 
gross Moodle-related revenues in return for use of the Moodle trademark. (Those payments are used by 
Moodle Pty to fund ongoing development of the platform.) This arrangement was attractive to small 
schools that had not yet adopted a commercial LMS due to limited resources. They could either run 
Moodle themselves for zero license cost or get hosting help if they lacked sufficient IT resources. By 2006, 
however, San Francisco State University and UCLA, which each had more than 30,000 students, had 
adopted Moodle as the campus standard. These adoptions, in combination with the UK’s Open 
University implementation, sent the signal that Moodle was a safe choice, even for larger institutions. 

Moodle also benefited from Blackboard’s focus on the high end of the market. Blackboard owned two 
low-end products: WebCT Campus Edition and Blackboard Basic. In 2006—the same year that the 
company acquired WebCT—they discontinued WebCT CE and began raising prices substantially on 
Blackboard Basic, forcing smaller schools to look for less expensive alternatives. There was a clear, if 
tacit, strategy to drive off the less profitable customers. (Blackboard was motivated to improve its 
profitability after its initial public offering in 2004.) Moodle benefited greatly from this customer exodus.  

Though they initially benefited from lagging LMS adopters and the retirement of Blackboard-acquired 
platforms, there is no evidence that either platform has been able to attract elective adoptions in 
significant numbers. For the most part, open source adoption plateaued in 2012, the same year that 
WebCT was retired: 

                                                        
6 Moodle Pty recently announced that they would provide small hosting contracts for customers, but so 
far the number of paying customers has not been large enough to be material to the company’s 
financial health. 
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Figure 3: Open Source Plateau 

 

Though they initially benefited from lagging LMS adopters and the 
retirement of Blackboard-acquired platforms, there is no evidence that 
either platform has been able to attract elective adoptions in significant 
numbers. For the most part, open source adoption plateaued in 2012, the 
same year that WebCT was retired. 
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Figure 4: LMS Customer Migrations, 2011 - 2016 
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None of this proves that an open source product could not be sufficiently enticing to drive elective 
adoption. However, this analysis strongly suggests that open source, in and of itself, is not a powerful 
enough motivating attribute, at least at this time. 

DISRUPTERS FAIL TO DISRUPT 
If open source couldn’t move the market, then maybe offering a simpler, cheaper alternative might. 
One of the most common criticisms of the LMS as a product category is that it is overbuilt and 
unnecessarily complicated. The majority of faculty who are not teaching online tend to use the LMS for 
very simple purposes such as posting course documents and making announcements, if they use it at 
all. Over the years, a number of simple alternatives have been offered up as LMS killers. These include 
general purpose tools such as Google Apps, WordPress, or Mediawiki, as well as education-specific 
offerings such as Elgg and Coursekit (the latter of which was renamed Lore). If you haven’t heard of 
Elgg or CourseKit, there is a reason for that: Disrupters have thus far failed to disrupt.  

The most high-profile potential disrupter was Pearson. When they 
released OpenClass in 2011, the product was explicitly marketed 
as a disruptive innovation. It was simpler and it was cheaper. In 
fact, it was free. Pearson prominently featured broad integration 
with Google Apps, the implication being that, like Google’s 
products, it made sense for a large provider to offer the LMS as a 
free commodity. But OpenClass never caught on. Pearson 
announced in 2015 that it would be retiring the product in 2018. 

UNEXPECTEDLY, A NEW MARKET ENTRANT MAKES HEADWAY 
Given the failures of open source and disruptive innovation to spur 
elective migration, it seemed unlikely that a conventional LMS 
entrant would be able to do so. And yet, that appears to be what 
is happening. Instructure released Canvas in 2010. It is open 
source, although it follows a model called “open core” in which 
not all components of the system are available in the open source 
version of the product. Notably, Canvas is not a radical departure 
from the LMS product category. The two attributes which got the 
most attention in early releases were (1) cloud-based hosting and (2) key functionality such as the 
Speed Grader and integrated Calendar that made important faculty tasks much easier to perform. In 
addition, they had (and still have) a reputation for ease of use and good customer service. This 
reputation has been enhanced by marketing that has been far more sophisticated than that of any of 
their competitors. 

Canvas was released after WebCT CE was retired, near the end of life for Blackboard Basic and WebCT 
Vista, and right in the middle of the ANGEL product retirement period. The company did benefit from 
these later retirements, particularly ANGEL. But there are early signs that Instructure is inspiring elective 
migration, particularly from Blackboard, Pearson LearningStudio, and Sakai:  

THE AUDACITY OF OPENCLASS 

� SEE OUR 2011 ANALYSIS OF 
PEARSON’S OPENCLASS 
STRATEGY FOR DISRUPTIVE 
INNOVATION.  

INSTRUCTURE’S GRAND ENTRANCE 

� SEE OUR 2011 POST 
DESCRIBING INSTRUCTURE’S 
EARLY MARKET POSITIONING, 
INCLUDING SPEED GRADER.  

http://mfeldstein.com/why-pearsons-openclass-is-a-big-deal/
http://mfeldstein.com/instructure-goes-open-source/
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Figure 5: Migrations to Canvas by Previous LMS 2011 - Present 

 

While we do not have numbers for Blackboard Basic, most of those customers had already migrated by 
the time Canvas came onto the scene in 2011. It seems likely that most of the Blackboard customers, as 
well as all of the Pearson, Sakai, Moodle, and D2L customers, are elective migrations. In total, likely more 
than half of Canvas adoptees have been elective migrations. 

The net result is that a strong majority of new LMS implementations in US and Canadian higher 
education are currently coming from Canvas adoptions. While Canvas does not (yet) have the largest 
market share, its growth since 2011 has changed the nature of the academic LMS market. Importantly, 
rather than competitors primarily reacting to Blackboard and its strategic moves, the market is now 
reacting more to the attributes that have made Canvas successful: 

• Cloud hosting 
• Easy to use interface 
• Strong customer support 
• Improved grading and calendaring 

These differentiators, though not dramatic in many cases, appear to be salient enough to drive more 
elective migrations. 
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Figure 6: Percentage of New Implementations By Product 

 

MARKET SHARE TODAY 
Before we launch into our analysis of the factors that stand out as the most likely causes for changing 
market dynamics, it is worth taking some time to do some segment analysis. In the past, different LMSs 
have had more success in different parts of the market. For example, we mentioned earlier that Moodle 
gained traction early in small schools that did not yet have an LMS, while Sakai gained traction in large 
schools that had homegrown systems. Given past patterns, it is worth looking at how the different 
platforms are doing in different market segments today and whether we see any pattern in current 
changes.   

For context, let’s take one more look at the overall market. In 2016, Blackboard Learn is still the most 
widely adopted platform, although its market share has fallen to 34%. Moodle is in second place with 
25% market share, while Instructure’s Canvas has recently passed D2L’s Brightspace for third place. 
Those platforms have 14% and 11% market share, respectively. Every other platform is well under 10%, 
which we have until now considered to be a threshold indicator that a platform has enough adoption 
to be sustainable in the long term. As we will see, this indicator will become less meaningful as platforms 
gain more significant numbers of customers that are not counted in this market share figure, including K-
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12, international, and corporate customers. Nonetheless, we still consider market share of less than 10% 
to be a valid warning sign of long-term risk for established platforms in the US/Canadian market.  

Figure 7: Spring 2016 LMS Market Share 

 

Within the overall market, LMS preferences differ based institution size and type. When looking at 
institution size as defined by the number of students enrolled, we find the following: 

• Small institutions are far more likely than mid-sized or large institutions to use Moodle. 
• Small institutions are far more likely to use LearningStudio, although the data are heavily 

influenced by for-profit chains that have multiple small campuses, even though the LMS decision 
is made centrally. 

• Small institutions are far more likely to use one of the LMS providers with smaller market share 
such as Jenzabar or Schoology. 
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Figure 8: LMS Distribution By Institution Size 

 

We also see differences based on whether the institutions are public, private non-profit, and private for-
profit, as well as between two-year and four-year institutions: 

• Private non-profit institutions have adopted Moodle more often than public institutions. 
• The reverse is true for Brightspace, which is more popular in public institutions than in private 

colleges and universities. 
• LearningStudio is predominantly used by for-profit universities. 
• Interestingly, there is no major difference in LMS buying patterns based on degree types. 
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Figure 9: LMS Distribution By Institution Type 

 

In another sign that market dynamics are changing, the platform segmentation of the past does not 
look like the migration trends we are seeing now. Despite the differences in institution size and type, 
current migration patterns appear to be remarkably similar across market segments. Of 272 institutions 
we know of that have implemented or will implement a new LMS in 2015 and 2016, they split roughly 
evenly between four-year and two-year schools, with 68% of them being public institutions. Information 
on schools currently evaluating or planning to evaluate LMS options is more difficult to gather, but 
based on data and anecdotal evidence we have seen, this movement is growing. 
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Despite the differences in institution size and type, migration patterns 
appear to be remarkably similar across market segments right now. Of 
272 institutions we know of that have implemented or will implement a 
new LMS in 2015 and 2016, they split roughly evenly between four-year 
and two-year schools, with 68% of them being public institutions. 

SOME OPEN QUESTIONS 
Looking in the rear view mirror is easy. We now have a pretty good picture of where the market is today 
and how we got where we are: 

• The majority of early LMS solutions originated as university projects which subsequently 
transitioned to broader market solutions. 

• There are just a handful of academic LMSs that have multiple institution-wide implementations at 
US and Canadian colleges and universities. 

• The pre-2011 market was dominated by Blackboard’s early growth and acquisition strategy, but 
more recently the market is reacting to Canvas’ dominant performance in elective migrations. 

Figure 10: LMS Market Share for US & Canadian Higher Education 
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But past behavior is not always predictive of future performance, in part because elective migration in 
significant numbers is a new phenomenon. So far, the four platforms that seem to be losing the most 
customers are Blackboard Learn, ANGEL, Moodle, and Sakai—mainly to Canvas, but to some of the 
other platforms as well. We don’t yet know how much more market share those platforms could lose 
before stabilizing. We don’t yet know if other platforms may face more elective migration in the future. 
We also don’t know whether new platforms can break into the market or whether Instructure was an 
outlier arising from an unusual set of historic circumstances. In addition, there are new factors that make 
analysis much more complex. The growth of international and K-12 markets, as well as Online Enablers 
(also known as Online Program Management, or OPM), which are companies that run distance learning 
programs for colleges and universities, all create new opportunities for existing platforms as well as 
niches in which new competitors can grow. In the second part of this report, we will take a closer look at 
the newly expanded landscape, with a particular eye toward any signs that the market dynamics may 
be changing. 

So far, the four platforms that seem to be losing the most customers are 
Blackboard Learn, ANGEL, Moodle, and Sakai—mainly to Canvas, but to 
some of the other platforms as well. We don’t yet know how much more 
market share those platforms could lose before stabilizing. We don’t yet 
know if other platforms may face more elective migration in the future. We 
also don’t know whether new platforms can break into the market or 
whether Instructure was an outlier arising from an unusual set of historic 
circumstances. 
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DRIVERS OF CHANGE 

SECTION INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY 
To recap and refocus some of the findings of the previous section, we are seeing rapid growth by 
Instructure’s Canvas, but it looks different from other platform growth we have seen in the past. For the 
first time, we are seeing significant numbers of customers move not because their LMS was acquired 
and killed off but because they found a platform that offered features attractive enough to be worth 
the pain of moving. So far, most of that elective migration has been from Blackboard Learn, Moodle, 
and Sakai to Canvas. Remarkably, total migration to Canvas (including both elective and forced) 
seems to be happening fairly evenly across different sizes and types of institutions. In the past, different 
platforms have tended to perform better in some market segments than others. 

Whatever the merits of the product or the company, the LMS market was so stable from 2003 to 2011 
that it is worth asking whether something structural has changed in the market to make it easier for a 
new platform to attract customers. To the degree that the market dynamics are changing, there may 
be other surprises coming. New companies may rise and old companies may fall or change drastically. 
There may even be fundamental shifts in the product category as a whole. Since we know that colleges 
and universities don’t switch LMSs readily or often, decision-makers who are exploring their options need 
to know how likely it is that their options today look significantly different than they will look in a year or 
two.  

Whatever the merits of the product or the company, the LMS market was 
so stable from 2003 to 2011 that it is worth asking whether something 
structural has changed in the market to make it easier for a new platform 
to attract customers. To the degree that the market dynamics are 
changing, there may be other surprises coming. New companies may rise 
and old companies may fall or change drastically. There may even be 
fundamental shifts in the product category as a whole. Since we know that 
colleges and universities don’t switch LMSs readily or often, decision-
makers who are exploring their options need to know how likely it is that 
their options today look significantly different than they will look in a year 
or two.  

We have had the sense since 2011 that market dynamics were changing in fairly fundamental ways, 
and we now have data to support that intuition. We do not think that the changes are complete yet.  

In fact, there is a good chance that a couple of years from now the options will look different than they 
look today. In this section, we will delve into factors which we think are major drivers of these changes 
and distinguish them from a number of projected future trends that we hear discussed frequently but 
doubt will have noteworthy impacts in the short term.  
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Our major findings for this section are as follows: 

• Vendor-hosted models in general and cloud options in 
particular are providing such significant reliability 
advantages in what has become a mission-critical 
application that more campuses are willing to endure the 
pain of moving, including the significant pain of change management, as schools give up 
considerable control over their platforms to cloud-based vendors. 

• Relatively new technical interoperability standards have made the technical aspects of 
migration easier while also ensuring that faculty can carry over most of their favorite add-ons to 
any new platform. 

• Some of the current LMS suppliers are doing well enough in markets outside of US/Canadian 
higher education to complicate the assessment of how well they can survive and come back 
from losses of market share or accelerate progress in the domestic market. 

• K-12 and some international markets are now large enough that new competitors are beginning 
to emerge from them with far more resources and more mature products than we have seen in 
the past. These new entrants have not made a mark on the US/Canadian higher education 
market yet, but we believe there is a strong possibility that they will soon. 

We are also watching other factors that we do not expect have significant impact in the next few years 
but might in the medium term: 

•  We continue to hear predictions every year that the LMS will soon be disrupted by something 
simple enough to change the product category, though we have yet to see any signs that is 
happening. We do see more emphasis on simplicity in LMS design, and we also see some 
developing changes in the market that could make such a major shift more plausible in the 
future. 

• One historical aspect of the market has been platforms run by for-profit companies that help 
schools develop, market, and support online degree programs (sometimes called “online 
enablers”). At the moment, we don’t see any signs that these companies are either able to 
bring or interested in bringing their platforms to market as stand-alone offerings. But an online 
enabler that succeeds in getting significant numbers of schools to adopt their platform for their 
online degree programs could use that foothold to move into the LMS market in the future. 

• We hear a lot of discussion of “competency-based education” (“CBE”) in the market, and a 
number of small CBE-platform developers are springing up. So far, most of the CBE work that we 
see happening at colleges and universities is light enough to be accommodated by the feature 
additions that are starting to show up in mainstream LMSs. However, if more schools gain 
significant numbers of enrollments in true competency-based programs, new CBE-optimized 
platforms may become competitive with traditional LMSs. 

CHANGES IN PRODUCT DESIGN 
There are several evolutionary changes to the LMS as a product category that we believe are 
influencing adoption patterns and will continue to do so going forward. By and large, these have not 

INTUITION VS REALLITY 

� SEE OUR 2014 POST-MORTEM 
OF SOME OF OUR LMS MARKET 
PREDICTIONS FROM 2011 TO 
2014.  

http://mfeldstein.com/back-to-the-future-looking-at-lms-forecasts-from-2011-2014/
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been functional changes that are highly visible to the end users. Nor do they make big differences to 
teaching and learning capabilities in and of themselves. However, some of these back-end technical 
changes may make it possible for richer educational functions to be added. Other changes make 
elective migration both easier and more attractive for the IT administrators who are responsible for 
running the institutional LMS 

THE MOVE TOWARD VENDOR-HOSTED MODELS 
The first big technical change is in who hosts the applications and how that hosting works. When the 
LMS market took shape in the late 1990s, each institution generally ran its LMS in its own data center. 
Over time, several different types of vendor-hosted options have become widely available. These 
alternatives provide some distinct advantages to the customers, but they also create change 
management challenges in procurement and IT departments. As we will see, the move toward vendor-
hosted options has accelerated in recent years but is still very much in process. 

Up until fairly recently, the pace of institution-wide technology adoption has been largely determined 
by the size and quality of that institution’s IT department. The main exception to this rule was the for-
profit sector, where schools were more comfortable with the growing trend in business IT toward vendor 
hosting of mission-critical applications. eCollege (which was renamed LearningStudio after being 
purchases by Pearson) focused largely on this market, as well as early online degree programs by 
ambitious not-for-profit institutions. As a result, it became the only major platform in the market that was 
completely vendor-hosted.  

Non-profit institutions began moving toward vendor hosting in 2006, and that trend has been 
accelerating since then. In the early days, the primary vendor-hosted model was managed hosting. As 
the LMS became more widely used on a daily basis, institutions grew less tolerant of downtime and 
other reliability problems. They began to turn to vendors for help. In managed hosting, the institution 
transfers the LMS from its own data center to the vendor’s. The customer still makes administrative 
decisions, such as when to update to a new version of the application or what customizations to make, 
(with some limitations that the vendor imposes in order to ensure quality of service). The customer’s data 
are still completely separate from that of other customers. The main difference is that the vendor is 
responsible for keeping the application running reliably. The move from self-hosting to managed hosting 
does not require big changes in either the design of the application or the control that customers have 
over it. 

The more recent development of cloud computing is a more complex change for customers. Different 
vendors mean different things when describing their offerings as being “in the cloud.” When we use the 
term, we mean both that multiple customers are using the same instance of the LMS (often called 
“multitenancy”), and also that the application is hosted and managed completely by the vendor 
(often called “Software as a Service,” or “SaaS”). A good example of cloud software from the end 
user’s perspective is Gmail. Gmail users are not aware of which version number of the software they are 
using, what new updates are coming or when those updates will come. They sign up for an account 
when they need one, they don’t have to wait for it to be set up for them, and they don’t worry or even 
think much about how it works behind the scenes, any more than they think about the technology 
behind the dial tone on their telephones. While this change has been enthusiastically embraced by 
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consumers, it involves more complex trade-offs for institutions which go well beyond those required in 
moving from self-hosted software to managed hosting. 

Cloud computing represents both relief from worries and a loss of control. On the one hand, cloud-style 
architectures can also be much more reliable than older enterprise-style architectures, and they let the 
vendors manage variations in hardware resource demands (such as big surges in bandwidth needs 
during the first few weeks of a semester). IT departments no longer have to worry about whether they 
have applied the latest security updates or whether they have enough disk space or bandwidth. On 
the other hand, the vendor controls when new features appear in the application. As a result, customer 
IT staff have much less control over customizing the application to the individual needs of the institution. 
Database designs vary in cloud models, but in general, understanding exactly how and how well their 
data privacy is protected requires more sophistication from the customers. And university procurement 
processes often need to be adjusted to accommodate the different business relationship that the cloud 
model requires.  

Cloud computing represents both relief from worries and a loss of control. 

Up until 2010, conventional wisdom was that customers would not find the trade-off worth making. 
(Colleges and universities had proven to be very slow to move to cloud offerings in general.) However, 
with the rapid growth of Canvas—the market’s first mainstream LMS on a modern cloud architecture—
conventional wisdom changed rapidly, and vendor marketing and development emphasis changed 
with it. D2L and Blackboard now both have “cloud” versions of their products; however, since those 
offerings are both modifications of older enterprise-style architectures, the designs are substantially 
different from that of Canvas and from each other. Meanwhile, every one of the new market entrants 
we have seen in recent years has been based on a cloud architecture. 
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Figure 11: Three Hosting Models for LMS 

 

These hosting model trends have been distinct for new adoptions, which is not the same as saying that 
vendor-hosted models have become primary for all adoptions. Because of the slow pace at which 
institutions change their LMSs (or even their hosting models with the same LMS), the overall market still 
has slightly more self-hosted customers than vendor-hosted customers. 
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Figure 12: Percentage of Institutions Self-Hosting vs. Managed or Cloud Hosting Over Time 

 

Because of the slow pace at which institutions change their LMSs (or even 
their hosting models with the same LMS), the overall market still has slightly 
more self-hosted customers than vendor-hosted customers. 

Although the movement toward vendor-hosted models has clearly accelerated, there are still some 
unknowns. Capacity for institutional change varies enormously among colleges and universities, 
particularly in the areas of procurement and IT processes. In addition, cloud architectures’ complexity 
can make it harder for customers to evaluate how confident they can be about protecting their 
students’ data. For example, Canadian customers have concerns about whether or not their student 
data will be housed in US data centers and therefore be subjected to US governmental surveillance. 
(This is also an issue in many international markets.)  We believe that this trend will continue and even 
accelerate, but there may be speed bumps along the way.   

DEVELOPMENT OF INTEROPERABILITY STANDARDS 
A second major change in LMS product design that may be influencing adoption trends is the 
development of technical interoperability standards. One major barrier to migration for much of the 
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history of the LMS market was integration. At a minimum, customers need to be able to populate the 
LMS with information about which students and teachers are in which courses each term. This 
information is typically stored in the institution’s registrar software (often called a “Student Information 
System” or “SIS” in the US/Canadian market). Moving the data from the registrar software to the LMS is 
not straightforward because of the differences between the ways registrars think of courses and the 
ways students and teachers do. For example, a registrar thinks of a cross-listed course—say, “The History 
of Astronomy,” which can be taken for credit in either history or astronomy—as two separate courses. A 
student registers for either a history course or an astronomy course. But the teachers and students meet 
in the same classroom and consider the course credit to be a bookkeeping issue with no bearing on 
how the class functions. In order to integrate the registrar software with the LMS, those two course 
records from the registrar software have to be merged into one for the LMS. Because of a range of 
these sorts of exception-handling problems, integrating registrar software with the LMS was generally 
accomplished with custom-written software that required a lot of attention and manual adjustment by 
IT department staff. Migrating to a new LMS meant rewriting this code. Since the details that had to be 
managed during the translation process varied from registrar software product to registrar software 
product, LMS to LMS, and institution to institution, there were no standard solutions available in the 
market for over a decade. Moving to a new LMS meant that an institution had to either rewrite their 
custom integration software or pay somebody to rewrite it for them (and train them how to use the new 
software). 

Worse, as faculty demand grew for access to both consumer web tools like Google Docs and 
specialized teaching tools like chemistry molecular modeling software, LMSs have needed to integrate 
with an ever-increasing number of third-party tools. With the growth of the consumer web and mobile 
computing, student and teacher expectations about the availability of rich and specialized 
functionality has risen dramatically. 
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Figure 13: The Changing Environment of Consumer Expectations 

 

For most of the history of the LMS market, integration with these tools could only be accomplished 
through product-specific methods. Since developers of niche teaching tools tend to be small 
operations (or even individual professors or IT staff members), it was not practical for most of them to 
develop multiple integrations for many LMS platforms. Again, this meant that migrating from one LMS to 
another often meant losing access to some integrated tools and rewriting or paying somebody else to 
rewrite integrations to others.  

These barriers to migration have fallen, thanks to the work of a 
technical interoperability standards body called IMS Global (or 
“the IMS”). In 2010—the same year that Instructure released 
Canvas—the IMS released the public draft of a major update to 
the Learning Information Service (LIS) specification. LIS 2.0 finally 
addressed the complex registrar/LMS integration needs in a 
comprehensive way. That standard has been universally adopted 
by vendors of both types of software. Today, setting up a new 
integration can take hours or days rather than weeks or months and generally requires little or no day-
to-day oversight by IT staff once it is set up. The same year, IMS also released the final draft of a 
specification called Learning Tools Interoperability (LTI), which provided a basic method for various tools 
to integrate with the LMS. Today, all major LMSs support LTI and nearly all third-party tools integrate with 
LMSs via LTI. Customers moving from one LMS to another can now take their specialty tools with them, 
without putting unrealistic demands on the IT staff. Both of these standards only achieved universal 

INTEROPERABILITY CHANGES 

� SEE OUR 2010 POST 
SUMMARIZING THE MAJOR 
CHANGES IN INTEROPERABILITY 
STANDARDS THAT WERE 
HAPPENING AT THE TIME.  

http://mfeldstein.com/back-to-the-future-looking-at-lms-forecasts-from-2011-2014/
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adoption within the last several years. We believe that their impact on elective LMS migration is still 
growing. 

These barriers to migration have fallen, thanks to the work of a technical 
interoperability standards body called IMS Global (or “the IMS”). 

NEW MARKETS BRING NEW OPPORTUNITIES AND THREATS 
In addition to the technological changes that have lowered the barriers to elective migration, another 
recent set of major changes that could knock the market further out of equilibrium is the growth of new 
or similar (“adjacent”) markets. Up until recently, higher education in the United States and Canada 
was the the only market large enough and coherent enough to support sustained growth of LMS 
platforms.7 For the most of the history of the market, LMSs developed in the US/Canadian market stayed 
within that ring fence with limited forays into K-12 or particular countries (usually the English-speaking 
ones), while international markets and K-12 were filled with a collection of niche local or regional 
platforms, often but not always open source. The one critical exception was Moodle which, as we will 
see, started in Australia but has made major inroads into many of these otherwise fragmented markets. 

Now some of those markets are maturing to the degree investment in educational technology is driving 
competition. This complicates the LMS picture in several ways. First, it means that we can no longer 
judge how well a platform is doing by its US/Canadian higher education market share numbers. For 
example, nearly a quarter of Blackboard’s revenues come from international markets right now, and 
that percentage is growing rapidly. Second, it is possible that new platforms will grow strong enough in 
other markets that they may be able to break into the US/Canadian higher education market. For 
example, Schoology, a US-based LMS company that launched an LMS aimed at the US K-12 market at 
roughly the same time that Instructure launched Canvas, has done quite well in that market and raised 
a total of $57 million in venture capital in the process. Their most recent round of fundraising in 2015 
yielded them $32 million, which the company intends to use to break into the US/Canadian higher 
education market. Meanwhile, a Norwegian LMS company called itsLearning has successfully raised 
close to $68 million and is also now trying to break into the US/Canadian market. While we can list many 
LMS companies that have tried and failed to make inroads against the established players here, none 
of them came into the market with the access to capital, strong customer base, and mature products 
that we now see entering the field. 

                                                        
7 The corporate LMS market is also large but, as we mentioned earlier in the report, the product needs 
are different enough that we consider the corporate LMS to be a different product category. 
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Schoology, a US-based LMS company that launched an LMS aimed at the 
US K-12 market at roughly the same time that Instructure launched 
Canvas, has done quite well in that market and raised a total of $57 
million in venture capital in the process. Their most recent round of 
fundraising in 2015 yielded them $32 million, which the company intends 
to use to break into the US/Canadian higher education market. 
Meanwhile, a Norwegian LMS company called itsLearning has been 
successful enough to raise close to $68 million and is also now trying to 
break into the US/Canadian market. 

The data that we have for these developing markets is still patchy, but we can make some qualitative 
observations about trends and will share data in those areas where LISTedTECH has enough coverage 
that we are confident our quantitative analysis is on firm footing. 

INTERNATIONAL MARKETS 
There is no “international” market. Rather, multiple local or regional markets outside of the US and 
Canada are beginning to mature, but they each have their own particular needs and ways of doing 
business. Addressing these markets puts a high premium on localization, requiring people in-country who 
know the culture, can be trusted in the region, and understand the procurement process, as well as 
relevant laws and product customizations, in order to address specific local needs.  Thus, moving into a 
new market is often expensive and time-consuming. 

The regions where we have the most reliable quantitative data are Europe and Australia/New Zealand, 
both of which are dominated by Moodle:  
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Figure 14: Most Widely-Adopted LMS by Country, Select Regions 

 

A few exceptions are worth calling out: 

• Norway is dominated by the aforementioned venture-funded itsLearning. 
• The majority platform in Greece is eClass, an open source LMS developed and maintained by a 

non-profit consortium of Greek Universities. 
• Blackboard has achieved the number-one market share spot in Denmark and the Netherlands.  

From the map above, it looks as if the US/Canadian market is still largely separate from these 
international markets. But looks can be deceiving.  

Blackboard

BlackboardMoodle

Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

eClass

itslearning

Most Widely Adopted LMS by Country (Spring 2016)

Blackboard
Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

Moodle

Australia and New Zealand



 LMS MARKET DYNAMICS | 33 
 

© 2016, MindWIres LLC. Unauthorized reproduction or sharing is strictly prohibited.  
 

Moodle, an open source platform, is supported in different regions 
by service providers of varying sizes. Blackboard has purchased 
the largest Moodle support provider in Australia, in the UK, in the 
United States, and in Latin America. The company now has a 
clear strategy of growing its global market share by acquiring the 
major Moodle providers in countries or regions with strong LMS 
adoption growth. For example, in 2015 Blackboard acquired Nivel 
Siete, a large Moodle provider in Latin America where, as with 
other parts of the developing world, the need to support and grow an emerging middle class is leading 
to strong growth in demand for university education in general and online education in particular.  

Moodle, an open source platform, is supported in different regions by 
service providers of varying sizes. Blackboard has purchased the large 
Moodle support provider in Australia, in the UK, in the United States, and in 
Latin America. The company now has a clear strategy of growing its 
global market share by acquiring the major Moodle providers in countries 
or regions with strong LMS adoption growth. 

Blackboard’s strategy is similar in some ways to the strategy that the company employed to achieve 
dominance in the US market before it became saturated. The main difference is that the company is 
not forcing any of its Moodle customers to migrate to Blackboard Learn. Instead, it is building a 
common value-added technology infrastructure around Moodle. This is not to say that Blackboard has 
no aspirations to sell Blackboard Learn internationally. On the contrary, there are large—in some cases, 
whole-country—contracts for that platform, particularly in the Middle East. But with a few exceptions of 
countries in which Blackboard Learn gained an early foothold, the company’s primary strategy is to sell 
their own platform into large, high-dollar-value contracts while growing global market share overall by 
acquiring Moodle providers. 

To varying degrees, D2L, Instructure, Schoology, and Sakai also have established a presence in various 
international markets, although none approaches the success of Blackboard’s strategy at the moment. 
We will publish more information in future reports about the efforts of these other companies, as well as 
developments in other regions, as LISTedTECH’s database grows in those areas. 

K-12 
All LMS vendors mentioned in this report sell not only to colleges and universities but also to primary and 
secondary education districts in the US. As a rule of thumb, LMS feature needs in K-12 have been 
somewhat similar to those of higher education but different enough to require significant new 
development from platform providers. Furthermore, the K-12 market generally pays less per student for 
an LMS solution than the higher education market does. Up until recently, most K-12 schools and districts 
in the US/Canadian market (as well as most regions of the globe) have had extremely limited IT budgets 
and resources. Only the largest districts had been able to afford significant investments in enterprise 
education applications like an LMS. 

A VIEW INTO LATIN AMERICA 

� SEE OUR 2015 ON-THE-
GROUND REPORTING OF 
BLACKBOARD’S DEVELOPING 
MOODLE STRATEGY IN LATIN 
AMERICA.  

http://mfeldstein.com/inside-view-of-blackboards-moodle-strategy-in-latin-america/
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Historically, higher education LMS providers have repeatedly tried 
and largely failed to achieve significant enough growth to 
become a meaningful portion of their revenues. As with 
international higher education markets, the sole exception has 
been Moodle, which is easy to run for limited needs by an 
amateur or part-time IT person, has had inexpensive hosting and 
support options from early on, and has attracted a large 
community of evangelist teachers. But in more recent years, 
increased state and federal funding for educational technology has made this market more 
competitive. Instructure has been particularly successful in K-12; almost half of their end users are 
primary and secondary school teachers and students. Blackboard Learn and D2L have had more 
limited success with very large school districts. And we have already mentioned Schoology, the first LMS 
vendor in the US/Canadian K-12 market to achieve substantial growth and major funding based on its 
strength in that market alone. 

LISTedTECH does not have data on the K-12 market, but we are watching this space closely. 

FURTHER OUT ON THE HORIZON 
In addition to the trends above that we think are beginning to change the market dynamics (or will 
soon), there are a number of areas that we are watching because they may potentially affect the 
market a few years down the road: 

• The minimum or “almost” LMS: While Pearson’s OpenClass and other early would-be disruptive 
innovations failed to disrupt the market, a stripped-down, simpler platform could have more 
success in the future. We don’t see signs of this happening yet, although we do see LMS entrants 
increasingly competing on simplicity and ease of use. As interoperability standards enable more 
functionality to move out of the core platform, and as other products with overlapping 
functionality (like courseware) gain popularity, a stripped down platform, or one that is designed 
to encourage swapping of more core functionality with third-party tools, could become more 
popular. 

• Online Enablers: The vendors who help colleges and universities develop online degree and 
certificate programs sometimes provide their own LMSs. Often these platforms expand beyond 
the traditional boundaries of the LMS product category, including features such as a basic 
storefront, enrollment management, certificate or transcript management, learner relationship 
management, or retention early warning capabilities. As this market becomes increasingly 
influenced by the success of MOOC providers and their category-busting course platforms, we 
could see a service vendor break into the LMS market. 

• Competency-based Education: While we see substantial interest from academic leadership in 
the successes of Western Governors University and Southern New Hampshire University’s online 
CBE programs, we don’t see many imitators at this time. The vast majority of the program 
development that we do see is focused on the foundational aspects required for CBE, such as 
having clear learning objectives linked to related assessment questions and course content. By 
and large, these sorts of efforts can be accommodated by features being added to 
mainstream LMS platforms (albeit somewhat awkwardly). The one area where we are seeing 

SCHOOLOGY GAINS A TOEHOLD 

� SEE OUR 2016 POST 
DESCRIBING RECENT 
ADOPTION WINS SCHOOLOGY 
HAS MADE IN US/CANADIAN 
HIGHER EDUCATION.  

http://mfeldstein.com/wheaton-college-selects-schoology-as-new-lms-in-surprise-decision/
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very early signs of more significant change is in community colleges, where time-to-degree, 
particularly for career and technical certificate programs, is a very real challenge. If this 
movement grows, LMS-like platforms designed from the beginning to work well with CBE may get 
an opportunity to break into the mainstream LMS market.  

We will continue to watch and report on these developments in future reports, the monthly newsletter, 
and the weblog. 
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THE NEXT TWELVE MONTHS 

 Over the next year, we will be watching the markets closely to see whether there are early signs that 
the market is changing direction or changing at a different rate. Here are three big questions that we 
will be addressing in future updates, as well as some of the indicators we will be looking at to answer 
those questions: 

WILL THERE BE MORE ELECTIVE MIGRATION? 
If we really have entered an era when colleges and universities are more likely to move from one LMS to 
another by choice, then we should begin to get clearer signs in the LISTedTECH data going forward. 
Here are the signs that we will be looking for: 

• More migrations from platforms that are not being discontinued: The most obvious indicator that 
elective migration is picking up will be more customers moving off of one or more of the five 
platforms that currently have significant market share and have not been discontinued: 
Blackboard Learn, Instructure’s Canvas, D2L’s Brightspace, Sakai, and Moodle. While 
Brightspace has had very strong client retention over the years, there have been some high-
profile official and soon-to-be-official decisions to migrate this year, including Oklahoma 
University and a number of Unizin member institutions. Likewise, we have seen some very long-
term Blackboard clients considering a full evaluation for the first time. If we see the movement 
away from either vendor gaining momentum, that will be strong evidence that we have 
entered a new era of elective migration. 

• Increased adoption in systems and consortia: Not all elective migrations are equal. We have 
seen a number of deals with university systems like California Community Colleges and consortia 
like Unizin in which member schools are not required to move but have been given strong 
incentives to do so. In some cases where the deals are still fairly new, we are waiting to see how 
many schools actually choose to migrate. We will be watching to see what proportion of 
elective migration is incentivized by group deals. 

• Increased requests for proposal (RFPs) and Pilots: LISTedTECH tracks not only adoptions but also 
steps along the way to adoption. While it is difficult to get comprehensive data about RFPs and 
pilots, we expect to have enough data in the LISTedTECH database to be able to provide at 
least a qualitative sense of how many schools on non-discontinued platforms are evaluating 
their options. 

While the following chart is preliminary in nature and includes greater sampling bias than the 
other charts, it should offer insight into the indicators that we are watching. Note that the for-
profit institutions, which disproportionately use LearningStudio, tend not to share their pilots in 
public, leading to a focus on public and private institutions. Nevertheless, the preliminary data 
do indicate an increase in activity for schools considering elective migration. 
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Figure 15: Number of Publicly-Announced Pilots per Incumbent LMS 

 

WILL THERE BE DIFFERENT WINNERS AND LOSERS? 
Right now, most migration is going to Canvas. Of the mainstream and non-discontinued platforms, 
Blackboard and Sakai have been losing market share, Brightspace and Moodle have been mostly 
holding steady, and Canvas has been growing rapidly. Will that change? Beyond the obvious headline 
numbers of announced migrations, we will be looking for a number of signs that trends may be 
emerging or changing: 

• Current LMS of institutions starting RFPs or pilots: It is never a good sign for a platform when an 
adoptee posts an RFP or pilots another platform. We will be watching for these early indicators 
that more customers are thinking about moving. 
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• Finalist positions or wins by new entrants: We have seen recent signs of LMSs outside of 
Blackboard Learn, Brightspace, Canvas, Moodle, and Sakai making it to the final round of LMS 
reviews and even achieving a couple of wins. We will be watching for signs that institutions are 
evaluating platforms that have established themselves in international or K-12 markets and are 
expanding into the US and Canadian higher education market. While there are several to 
watch, Schoology looks to be particularly well-positioned to make strong gains in the market. 

• CBE platform adoptions: While we don’t expect competency-based education to have a big 
impact on institution-wide LMS adoptions in the next 12 months, we are watching to see whether 
CBE systems gain adoption for use in specific programs as an early indicator of whether or not 
they will gain traction in the broader market. 

• Changes in segment-specific behavior: Recent data show customers across all segments 
moving toward the same platform (Canvas). If that trend holds, it will be new. We will also be 
interested to see where the for-profit universities go, now that LearningStudio has been 
discontinued. 

WILL THE GROWTH IN OTHER MARKETS CHANGE PLATFORM SUSTAINABILITY? 
Getting good data on platform adoption in other markets is difficult, and getting an understanding of 
how much that adoption affects the sustainability of the platform provider is even more difficult. 
Nevertheless, we will be looking for data in a number of areas: 

• Expanded LISTedTECH coverage: As our data partner is able to expand their international 
coverage, we should get better verified information about adoptions in international markets. 

• Instructure’s investor documentation: As a publicly traded company, Instructure is legally 
required to publish information about their business performance that offers clues as to how well 
Canvas is selling in the K-12 and international markets. 

• Blackboard’s continuing Moodle acquisitions and corporate statements: Blackboard has been 
fairly transparent about their international growth strategy and how much it contributes to the 
company’s financial health.  

• Conversations with vendors and open source communities: Going forward, we will be looking to 
gather more adoption information directly from platform providers. 
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APPENDIX: DATA-GATHERING METHODOLOGY 

For the data and associated graphics used in this report, we have partnered with LISTedTECH to get 
exclusive access to their LMS market data. LISTedTECH has the most complete and valuable 
educational technology data set available. Their database lists educational companies, products, and 
institutional characteristics. 

Most of the data is updated regularly by LISTedTECH’s team and is validated at the source, with 
additional information provided by higher education institutions. The team uses a passive approach of 
re-verifying data, including the contributions of 45,000+ pairs of eyes that were on the site over the past 
year. The wiki site uses a semantic plugin to help organize, sort, and classify the over 1.3 million values. 

The following statistics further describe the LISTedTECH wiki as of March 1, 2016: 

§ Number of Institutions with LMS data: More than 4,000 in the US and Canada and thousands 
more worldwide 

§ Number of LMS records in total: 10,289 

The site includes data not only about the primary LMS supported centrally by an institution, but also 
about secondary systems, pilots, implementation dates, and decommission dates. The majority of 
information in this report is based on primary active systems. Where inactive (that is, decommissioned) 
systems are included, the graphic will highlight this fact. 

The LISTedTECH team controls for bias by validating the results with publicly-available external data 
sources when available, as well as targeting greater than 75% representation of institutions. These 
methods are used to prevent over-representation of any LMS solution. Due to the novel character of this 
form of data organization, we cannot guarantee a 100% accurate representation of the market. The 
reader should be aware that the primary value of the data is in showing relative trends and 
comparisons of different LMS solutions rather than absolute counts of systems. 


