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The goal of this study is to evaluate the landscape and market environment for open source software
(OSS) created by and for the higher education community, to assess the need for an organization to
promote the support and adoption of these OSS projects, and to define this organization’s mission and
service model, should we determine that such an organization is desirable. This overview provides
background and our plan for completing the study.

Background

In recent years over a dozen open source software (OSS) projects have been launched among higher
education institutions with the aim of meeting the community’s needs more effectively and at less cost
than do commercial options presently available. Proponents of these projects argue that academic
institutions have unique needs that are not well served by commercial vendors because the sector is too
small to support a robust competitive market, particularly in areas of critical interest to higher education
institutions such as course management and financial systems. As a result, a common view is that
existing options do not have the features required or allow for cost-effective customization. Many
administrators are also concerned that academic institutions are ceding too much control for mission-
critical tasks to commercial vendors. OSS advocates argue that open source software can address these
issues, and moreover that higher education has proven it can produce high quality and innovative
software, since a number of commercial applications prevalent in higher education originated within
academic institutions.

Several of these projects have gained considerable traction. Moodle, an open source course management
system, launched in 2002 and now boasts a community of over 9,100 sites and nearly 90,000 users across
147 countries. uPortal, which allows academic institutions to provide abridged and customized versions
of their campus Websites, has been adopted by hundreds of institutions worldwide. A third major project
underway is Sakai, an effort led by staff at the University of Michigan, Indiana University, MIT and
Stanford to design, build and deploy a new Collaboration and Learning Environment (CLE) for higher
education. Many of these projects have received foundation grants in addition to funds and staff time
contributed by academic institutions themselves.

There is a concern in the community that adoption of OSS is hindered by uncertainty about future support
for and improvements in the software. Furthermore, without some attempt at coordination, it is possible
that multiple projects will attempt to form independent administrative structures, resulting in duplication
of costs. The creation of a new organization, referred to here as the “Organization for Open Source
Software” (OOSS), has been proposed to address this need. This concept has received significant interest
from the community and from a group of senior college and university administrators. There is a desire
for further exploration of the need for such an organization and for a clearer definition of what its mission
and areas of activity would be.

Paul Courant, Professor of Economics and former Provost at the University of Michigan, has agreed to
lead a study in collaboration with Ithaka, a not-for-profit organization with a mission to accelerate the
productive uses of information technologies for the benefit of higher education around the world.*
Michael Carter, a consultant with decades of experience in academic computing and instructional
technologies with major universities and leading companies in the technology sector, is also contributing

“ Ithaka has received funding from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation for this study, and is seeking additional
funding from the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation as well as a small number of universities and colleges.



to the project. In this study, we will identify the most important software applications used in higher
education, noting the OSS and the commercial options currently available for each. We will assess which
software packages have been successful and why in an effort to identify areas where there is a strong
rationale for higher education to develop its own software. We will then consider whether the software
needs of higher education will best be met through a ‘laissez faire’ approach, allowing commercial
software companies and OSS projects to evolve naturally, or whether there is a need for some sort of
coordinating body to guide and support their development and adoption. If we do conclude that there is a
need for such an organization (and we undertake this study with completely open minds about the answer
to this question), we will propose a mission statement and set of services that it should provide, and will
make suggestions as to how it would be governed and supported.

To achieve the objectives of this study we are conducting interviews with a broad range of constituents,
including: developers of open source software in and outside of higher education; end users, such as CTO
or CIOs, CFOs, librarians, provosts and other administrators from a diverse set of institutions;
commercial companies that are engaged with OSS; and competitors to OSS projects. In total, we expect
to visit or communicate with staff from over a dozen colleges and universities across the country. The
findings of the study will be broadly distributed and made publicly available.
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