
Digital Learning Spaces - an alternative to traditional Learning Management Systems? 

  

 

 

 

 

Digital Learning Spaces  

- an alternative to traditional 

Learning Management Systems? 

 

Sean Dowling 

Shajah Higher Colleges of Technology 
 

 

 

 

 



Digital Learning Spaces - an alternative to traditional Learning Management Systems? 

  

 

1 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

 

E-learning has been traditionally delivered using learning management systems (LMS). 

However, educators have become increasingly critical of current LMS. Costs have 

spiraled as LMS vendors add more and more tools that are often little used by educators. 

In addition, the pedagogy behind LMS affirms more traditional, teacher-centred models 

of learning. Moreover, the closed nature of LMS-delivered courses makes lifelong and 

informal learning more difficult. However, educators and students have started to use 

emerging web technologies, for example, social networking tools, RSS feeds and 

aggregation tools, to create personal teaching environments (PTEs) and personal 

learning environments (PLEs). These PTEs and PLEs are low-cost, easy to develop and 

manage, open in nature and encourage student-centred learning. They can be used within 

digital learning spaces (DLS) that can result in the creation of multiple learning 

connections. These DLS have the potential to replace traditional LMS.  

 

Keywords: learning management systems, personal teaching environments, personal 

learning environments, digital learning spaces, web technologies 
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Introduction 

Educational institutions have invested heavily in learning management systems (LMS) over the 

last decade. In particular, colleges and universities have purchased LMS to provide their students 

with online or blended-learning courses. Not only have the number of LMS installations 

increased, but the number of tools provided by LMS vendors and third parties have also 

increased. These tools allow faculty to manage their courses and to quickly publish course 

content. However, the provision of all these tools is not without some drawbacks. First, the sheer 

size of current LMS can be daunting to novice users; therefore, they tend to use only the most 

basic tools such as content delivery tools, assessments and discussion forums. In addition, the 

large size of current LMS has resulted in the cost increasing dramatically. To justify these costs, 

institutions expect, sometimes pressurize (Davidson and Waddington, 2010), their faculty to use 

LMS as much as possible. Another limitation of current, well-established LMS is the difficulty of 

integrating emerging web technologies. This, together with limited use of existing LMS tools, 

has resulted in LMS-based courses with similar look and functionality and restricted creativity 

(Savin-Baden, 2008). 

 

Educators, however, do not need to use these all-encompassing, inflexible and costly LMS. By 

using emerging web technologies as the building blocks, light-weight, low-cost (or free), 

personal teaching environments (PTEs) and personal learning environments (PLEs) can be built 

containing only the tools needed by educators and students to make online teaching and learning 

more creative.  

 

This article discusses how one such PTE has been designed to deliver and manage an online 

English course, how students have used PLEs to participate in the course and how the 

combination of the PTE and PLEs has resulted in a larger digital learning space (DLS). First, 

traditional LMS and their limitations are outlined. Then, PLEs, PTEs and DLS are discussed. 

Next, there is a detailed discussion on how a combination of web technologies has been used by 

both the teacher and students to create light-weight, low-cost and flexible PTEs and PLEs used 

during the delivery of an online English course. Finally, the DLS created by the connections 
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among the participants in the course and between the participants and the course content is 

discussed. 

 

Traditional LMS and their limitations 

In the 1990s, third-level institutions were faced with a variety of new challenges such as rising 

costs, reduced budgets, different student demographics and increased accountability (Brown 

1998). The introduction of LMS in the early to mid-1990s seemed to be an answer to these 

challenges. The standardized interfaces and tools provided by LMS allowed flexible online 

delivery of learning materials and student support which “could be centrally managed, resourced 

and monitored” (Brown, 2010, p. 2).  The result was that by the mid-2000s, LMS were 

ubiquitous on college campuses in both the US and the UK (Molenda and Bichelmayer, 2005; 

Wilson et al., 2007; Brown, 2010). However, this rapid introduction of LMS was perhaps driven 

more by administrative than by pedagogical needs, and, according to Mott (2010, n.p.), “several 

reports confirm that instructors overwhelmingly use content distribution and administrative tools 

in the LMS while using interactive tools only sparingly”. Consequently, having had time to view 

LMS more critically, educators have expressed concerns over limitations in performance and 

design features of traditional LMS (Siemens, 2006; Ionnou and Hanafin, 2008), particularly as 

emerging web technologies are forcing them to reconsider how learning and technology are 

combined. 

 

But what are these limitations? Mott (2010) lists three. First, courses delivered using LMS are 

time-bound; once a course is finished, students are locked out. Second, courses are walled off 

from other courses and the wider web. Finally, LMS-based courses are teacher-centric; material 

is uploaded by the teacher and students’ contributions are restricted to uploading assignments, 

doing assessments and perhaps posting to discussion forums. These limitations have some 

serious consequences. For example, students have fewer opportunities for extended or lifelong 

learning; they cannot access valuable learning resources from previous courses or look ahead to 

future courses. In addition, students cannot share and collaborate with others outside their 

courses. These limitations negate the learning potential resulting from the network effect, i.e. the 

greater the number of participants in a network, the more possible connections exist (among 
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participants and between participants and content), resulting in greater opportunities for learning 

(Bush and Mott, 2009).  

 

Lane (2009) writes that the above limitations are caused by the inherent pedagogies of LMS. She 

believes that LMS were originally designed based on the traditional approach of presentation and 

assessment. The core or default tools that educators encounter are those that allow them to 

present content, assess learning and create discussion forums. Once these tools are mastered, 

educators, particularly those with limited IT skills, are often content with their use of LMS and 

fail to experiment with the more creative learning tools that are now being provided by LMS 

vendors and third parties. When used in this limited way, Arvan (2009, n.p.) believes that …  

 

 “the LMS serves as an affirming technology of traditional teaching. The instructor 

doesn’t challenge the LMS very much, and, in turn, the LMS doesn’t challenge the 

instructor. The student gets the convenience benefit from electronic distribution of 

documents (and grades) but little more.”  

 

However, are there alternatives to expensive LMS that contain many tools, most of which 

educators don’t use and those that they do deliver learning in traditional, teacher-centric way? 

One possible solution is to use a combination of web technologies to build light-weight, low-cost 

personal teaching environments (PTEs) and personal learning environments (PLEs) that reside  

within larger digital learning spaces (DLS). These PTEs and PLEs contain only the tools needed 

by educators and students to make their online teaching and learning more effective. The DLS is 

created by the connections made among the participants and between the participants and the 

course content in these learning environments. These PTEs, PLEs and DLS are not time-bound 

or course-bound; instead, they can be used by participants to support their learning over an 

extended period of time. 
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Personal Learning Environments (PLEs), Personal Teaching Environments (PTEs) and 

Digital Learning Spaces (DLS) 

Educators’ dissatisfaction with traditional enterprise-level LMS has resulted in a lot of interest in 

the area of personal learning environments (PLEs). It is hard to find an exact definition for PLEs. 

Godwin-Jones (2009, p. 3) describes a PLE as a “flexible and creative learning environment 

more in tune with today’s students through the use of (mostly) free tools that allow for a 

customized set of resources and services”. The resources, services and tools, generally consisting 

of emerging web technologies, are used by students in their daily lives. However, it is very 

important not to view a PLE as just a collection of software; it is more an approach to using 

technology for education (Attwell, 2007; Johnson and Liber, 2008). There is also a strong social 

element to a PLE. Wilson (2008, p. 18) describes a PLE as an “environment where people and 

tools and communities and resources interact in a very loose kind of way”. Finally, a PLE is able 

to support lifelong learning, informal learning and different individual styles of learning 

(Attwell, 2007). More specifically, Severance et al. (2008, p. 48)  state that a “PLE supports both 

completely individualized, personal life-long learning efforts and trajectories, and learning 

within more structured learning (for example, a course at an institution) where there is some 

organized or facilitated activity”. 

 

However, there is some debate as to the level of “personalization” in a PLE (Johnson and Lieber, 

2008). One view is that “personal learning” should be learner driven. All learning tools and 

resources are selected by the learner, not by a more traditional education provider. The other 

view is that the “personal learning” is learner-centred but that tools and resources are selected 

predominantly by the education provider. Severance et al.’s definition above is perhaps a 

combination of these two views.  

 

One answer to the debate might be for teachers to use personal teaching environments (PTEs) as 

part of larger digital learning spaces (DLS). In a PTE, the teacher is responsible for selecting 

most of the learning resources and tools that will be used on a course. However, as part of the 

course, learners are encouraged to use their own PLEs. Within these PLEs, students may use 

tools recommended by teachers or tools of their own choosing (provided these tools help 
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students achieve the course goals). In addition, the PLEs are not restricted to just one course. 

They may have been used with previous courses, may be used with future courses or could have 

been set up for personal study. Similarly, teachers’ PTEs could also be part of their wider PLEs. 

Hence, a huge educational digital learning space (DLS), or “open participatory learning 

ecosystem” (Seely Brown and Adler, 2008, n.p.) can be created. In this learning space, there is 

potential for teachers to become learners and for learners to become tutors and mentors (Banyard 

and Underwood, 2008). In addition, as the learning space expands, the number of connections 

among members and between members and content also expands, thereby increasing the number 

of learning opportunities.  

 

In the remainder of the paper, I will discuss in detail how a combination of web technologies has 

been used to build light-weight, low-cost and flexible PTEs and PLEs within an online English 

course and demonstrate how the course content and members are part of a larger DLS. 

 

Discussion 

 

The Course Overview 

 
Figure 1: web2english course home page 
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Having a background in TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language), I had been thinking 

about creating a fully online English course for a number of years but the apparent difficulty and 

expense of doing this had deterred me. The main problem was how to manage the learning 

without resorting to an expensive LMS solution or hosting an open-source LMS on a server. 

However, with the rapid expansion of new, user-friendly web applications, it became evident that 

there were tools now available to develop pedagogically-sound online courses easily and very 

cost effectively. I decided to develop a twelve-week course, with two main objectives: 1) to 

enable the students’ English and computer skills to improve, and 2) to show that new web 

technologies could be used to successfully deliver and manage an online course. The course, 

web2english, was divided into eleven modules: an orientation module and ten learning modules. 

The orientation module was done in face-to-face mode to ensure that the students could master 

the tools needed for successful participation in the course. Five hours of instruction over one 

week was allocated for this module. The remaining modules were done in online mode (with a 

weekly face-to-face study morning for the students [the teacher was not present]), with the 

expectation that the students complete between seven and ten hours of study per module. Figure 

2 below shows the course schedule. 

 

 
Figure 2: web2english course schedule 
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The Students 

Even though I work in an institute of higher education, it proved difficult to build a suitable 

digital learning space (DLS) with my students. The main reason was that my students were part 

of a large course that followed a set curriculum and most online learning activities were expected 

to be delivered through our LMS. Consequently, I decided to develop a DLS using a non-

traditional group of students. Six volunteers were recruited from the family of faculty members 

and friends. These volunteers were housewives, ranging in age from thirty-five to fifty, from 

Korea (2), Japan, Thailand, China and Columbia. They were definitely not “digital natives” 

(Prensky, 2001, p. 1). When asked about their computer skills, four felt that their skills were 

normal, while two felt that they were very bad (in fact, two had not even used Microsoft Word). 

Their computer usage was low: four used it for less than five hours per week, one between five 

and ten hours and one between sixteen and twenty hours. They used computers predominantly 

for internet-related activities such as chatting and talking to family and friends, browsing and 

sending email, but some activity included watching videos, listening to music and uploading 

pictures and videos from cameras. When asked why they wanted to acquire more computer 

skills, it was interesting that five responded that they wanted to be able to learn more. This 

perhaps indicates that lifelong, informal learning are not just buzzwords – they are indeed an 

educational reality. (Note: See Appendix A for full results of the pre-course survey.) 

 

Building the Digital Learning Space (DLS) 

One of the main drawbacks of using an LMS is that the inherent pedagogy can restrict how 

educators design their learning activities. I didn’t want this to happen with the web2english 

course. The pedagogy and learning activities would dictate the delivery tools used, not the other 

way round. After deciding on the general course outline, the first thing that that was needed was 

a portal, or hub, for my personal teaching environment (PTE). 

 

WordPress blog – the portal: The students would need access to three types of information: 1) 

weekly posts with detailed learning-module information, 2) pages to display general information 

such as the course outline, course schedule and assessment rubrics, and 3) links to resources and 

tools. Having had experience using WordPress for my personal blogs, I knew that it would be 
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able to display the information listed above. The dynamic “home” page allowed for the weekly 

learning module posts to be added (with the most up to date on top) with links to all the learning 

activities (see figure 3 below for sample post). 

 

 
Figure 3: module posting, with links to learning activities, on the home page 

 

The blog also allowed static pages for general information to be added. These pages are opened 

using tabs at the top of the blog. The blog sidebars were also very useful. By embedding widgets 

in these sidebars, the students could easily access all the course tools, resources and their Twitter 

activity (see figures 4 and 5 below). 

 
Figure 4: page tabs 

 



Digital Learning Spaces - an alternative to traditional Learning Management Systems? 

  

 

10 

 

 
Figure 5: static page and sidebars 

 

However, even though the course could be delivered using the blog, the students had little 

opportunity to interact with their classmates and teacher. Comments could be added to the 

module posts, but it would have been difficult to provide enough detail and interaction for all the 

activities within the one module. Therefore, another web tool, edmodo, was used to give more 

depth to each learning activity. Using edmodo would also provide another essential feature, a 

grade book. 

 
Figure 6: edmodo – a microblogging platform 



Digital Learning Spaces - an alternative to traditional Learning Management Systems? 

  

 

11 

 

edmodo – microblogging for educators:  Using edmodo allowed the learning to be enhanced by 

providing a space for the teacher and the students to interact with each other and the course 

content. It also gave the students an opportunity to contribute to the learning. For example, 

warmer activities, such as polls and open-ended questions, were added before the main learning 

activities (see figures 7 and 8 below).  

In addition, the students, when having difficulties, could send notes directly to the class or 

teacher. A notification immediately appeared on my computer via my google email account and 

google talk. Provided I was using my computer at the time, I could provide the student with 

almost instant feedback. Figure 9 below shows a good example of how a note has been used by a 

student to help someone and contribute to the learning environment in the process.  

 
Figure 7: a poll 
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Figure 8: an open-ended question 

 

 
Figure 9: students and teacher fixing a problem 

 

Two other essential features provided by edmodo were the assignment tool and the grade book. 

The assignment tool allowed the students to submit assignments and for the teacher to return 

grades and corrected copies of the assignments. These grades were automatically stored in the 

grade book. (See figures 10 and 11 below.) 
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Figure 10: an assignment 

 

 
Figure 11: the grade book 

 

Despite edmodo being a very useful teaching/learning tool, it has some drawbacks. Mott (2010) 

described one flaw of the LMS as being its closed nature: LMS-based courses are open only to 

registered students. Edmodo does give students a forum to interact and make learning 

connections, but participation is limited to course members, thereby negating the network effect. 

However, as privacy and security in education is still a major concern, there are times when 

restricting learning spaces is inevitable. Nevertheless, tools like edmodo do allow students some 

space to contribute and the basic version is free. 

Another drawback is that edmodo doesn’t have a tool for creating graded quizzes, an essential for 

most online courses. To solve this problem, another web tool, Classmarker, was used. 
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Figure 12: The Classmarker quiz tool 

 

Classmarker - the quiz tool: The initial learning content in web2english followed a more 

traditional process, i.e. the students had to read and listen to web-based texts and then do online 

quizzes to test comprehension. Classmarker was used to design, deliver and manage these online 

quizzes. Despite a less than “funky” user interface, it was easy to design quizzes and navigate 

between classes, quizzes and results.  

Having done the quizzes, the students then had to produce a written text based on the topic of the  

reading and listening activities just completed. This involved submitting a first draft, which was 

corrected and graded, then a second draft which was also graded and corrected if necessary. The 

drafts were done in Microsoft Word and submitted using the edmodo assignment tool. As can be 

seen, the learning up to this stage followed a more traditional present-discuss-assess model. To 

make the course more learner-centric and to increase the number of learning connections, it was 

necessary to use web tools that would encourage sharing and collaboration among the students 

and to provide a space for the students to display their work to a wider audience. For this, 

collaborative and social networking tools such as RSS feeds, netvibes, Blogger, MyPodcasts, 

Google Docs and Twitter were selected. 
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Tools for Sharing and Collaboration 

RSS (really simple syndication) feeds and netvibes: Most websites and blogs now allow 

syndication of content by providing RSS feeds.  These feeds allow web users to receive changing 

web content; instead of going to websites and blogs to see what’s new, RSS feeds allow the new 

content to be delivered to web users (whatisrss.com, n.d.). These RSS feeds can be added to web 

browsers, to RSS readers such as Google Reader, aggregation tools such as netvibes, or 

embedded in websites and blogs. Teachers can use them to quickly see any new work produced 

by their students. Similarly, students can use them to see if any new course material has been 

added. In the web2english course, RSS feeds were used to display the students’ twitter 

correspondence and new work added to their blogs and podcasts. Initially, the feeds to the 

students’ blogs and podcasts were on a static blog page. However, later in the course, an 

aggregation tool, netvibes, was used to display all the feeds to the student work. Using netvibes 

has two advantages: 1) it made access to the students’ work easier, and 2) it exposed the students 

to an important type of learning tool, the aggregator. 

 

 
Figure 13: The netvibes course page 

 

Blogger and MyPodcasts: The results of students’ learning may often be very private, viewed 

only by their teachers. However, blogs and podcasts can make students’ learning more public. 

They allow students to build a portfolio of their work which can then be shared and commented 

on by their classmates or an even wider audience. In addition, by using blogs and podcasts, 

http://www.whatisrss.com/
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students can become producers, rather than just consumers, of learning content. In the 

web2english course, the students used a blogger.com blog to display their previously corrected 

written texts. As part of the course, their classmates were expected to read these texts and make a 

comment. Similarly, the students used MyPodcasts to publish audio versions of the texts. Their 

classmates listened to the podcasts and made comments accordingly. Figures 14 and 15 below 

show a blog post, a podcast and resulting comments. 

 

 
Figure 14: blog post and comments 

 

 
Figure 15: podcast and comments 
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Google Docs: While the blogs and podcasts allowed the students to produce and share learning 

materials, these materials were being produced individually. To make more use of the network 

effect, more collaborative learning tasks need to be added. Using Google Docs, students, who are 

in different locations, can work on a shared document (e.g. spreadsheet, presentation, form). In 

web2english, the students used Google Docs to produce joint presentations. These presentations 

consisted of individual pages with data, in bullet points, from their earlier written texts. Images 

were also added to the pages. Figure 16 below shows an example of pages from a presentation. 

 

   
Figure 16: Presentation contents page and page from presentation 

 

Twitter: Twitter is an example of a microblog. Whereas blogs and podcasts can give a picture of 

a person’s life or learning over time, microblogging is more concerned with what a person is 

doing at one particular moment in time, such as going to a concert, having a coffee with friends 

or attending a lecture, and the need to get this information out to an audience in real-time 

(Kanter, 2008). Twitter provides members with a forum to produce and display texts, called 

tweets, up to 140 characters in length. Being so short allows the tweets to be quickly written, sent 

and read on computers or mobile devices. Communities can be set up within twitter; these 

communities allow members to follow each other’s tweets. As these communities grow, the 

number of connections made between members can be huge. 

In web2english, a twitter community of seven members (six students and the teacher) was set up. 

The students were expected not only to produce general tweets but also reflections on their 

learning. Figures 18 and 19 below shows examples of these types of tweets. The students could 
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view each other’s tweets on twitter or from the web2english blog. 

 
Figure 19: Tweets on the blog 

 
Figure 18: Two tweets in twitter 

 

 

The previous discussion has focused on how the web2english course was delivered and how the 

students participated in the course. However, unlike courses delivered by traditional LMS, the 

open nature of the web2english course allows it to become part of a larger digital learning space. 

 

Web2english as part of a larger Digital Learning Space (DLS) 

The web2english course contained two kinds of teaching/learning environments: a personal 

teaching environment (PTE) and personal learning environments (PLEs) [see figures 20 and 21 

below]. The same tools were used in both; the main difference being that the students’ use of 

these tools for content creation was more limited than that of the teacher. (Note: Due to the 

students’ lack of familiarity with web tools, I selected the tools that they would use in their PLEs. 

But one of the key features of PLEs is that students have the freedom to select their own tools.) 

Taken in isolation, both the PTE and the PLEs were mechanisms, “tools, artefacts, processes and 
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physical connections” (Couros, 2010, p. 125) for controlling and managing online 

teaching/learning. However, they were not used in isolation; they were part of a larger learning 

space in which connections exist among people and between people and content (Downes, 

2010). It was these connections that enhanced the learning process. Figures 22 and 23 below 

show how the PTE and PLEs are located within a larger digital learning space. 

  
 Figure 20: My PTE Figure 21: Student PLE 

 

 
Figure 22: the basic web2english digital learning space 
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Figure 22 depicts the learning connections that existed during the 12-week duration of the 

course. As mentioned previously, a large number of connections were created, but these were 

almost exclusively between the teacher and the students, among the students themselves and 

between the teacher/students and the course content. The content production tools, twitter, 

blogger, MyPodcast and Google docs, did produce some connections with non-course members. 

Similarly, the WordPress portal also generated some additional connections. The students were 

also able to make connections with non-course members when using the British Council and 

elllo.org online learning resources; however, the connections consisted of reading non-course 

member comments rather than personally contributing to these external learning communities. I 

believe that the short duration of the web2english course and the lack of follow-up learning 

opportunities for the students resulted in fewer external learning connections being made. Had 

the students continued using the content creation tools as part of a longer learning process, the 

possibility of creating additional connections with other teachers, students and non-course 

members would have increased.  

 
Figure 23: web2english in a broader digital learning space 
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Figure 23 above shows how a digital learning space, with web2english at the centre, may expand 

over time. Already, my experience delivering the course has led to connections being made with 

fellow educators through academic papers and conferences, entries to my personal WordPress 

blog and professional development courses that I have organized. Some of these educators have 

in turn looked at the work produced by the students. Ideally, the students would also continue 

using their content creation tools and learning resources to establish more learning connections. 

 

Conclusion 

I set out to achieve two goals with the web2english course. The first was to improve the students 

English and computing skills. In a post-course survey (see Appendix B), all respondents (5 out of 

the 6 course members) either agreed strongly or agreed that both their English and computer 

skills had improved. It can be inferred from this that the second goal, to show that web 

technologies can be used to successfully deliver and manage an online course, was also achieved. 

It is also interesting to note that 80% of the students agreed strongly that learning online is a 

good way to learn. This is perhaps a reflection on the fact that the students were not part of a 

formal education system. 

However, despite the course appearing to be a success, there are some issues that need to be 

addressed. First, none of the students had experienced learning within a traditional LMS, so were 

unable to compare LMS-based learning with web-based learning. Second, once the course was 

finished, the students stopped using the content-production tools, resulting in their PLEs 

becoming dormant. More longitudinal studies are needed to determine the quantity and quality of 

learning connections created within a DLS. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, to determine 

whether DLS can indeed be an alternative to traditional LMS, they need to be tested in more 

formal learning environments. And even if this testing shows that DLS can outperform current 

LMS, their adoption in formal education may meet with strong resistance. According to Sclater 

(2008), this resistance is a result of a number of factors, at both institutional and faculty levels. 

At an institutional level, supporting the wide range of tools used in PLEs and PTEs is 

problematic. For example, large administration tasks, such as student registration, would be very 

difficult over multiple systems. In addition, a major change in pedagogy would be necessary for 
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successful implementation of DLS. Furthermore, there are concerns about the protection of core 

educational materials and the privacy of student work. At a faculty level, educators have already 

invested time and intellectual resources into developing courses on traditional LMS and may 

therefore be reluctant to change. Moreover, less technically literate faculty, who may have just 

become comfortable with LMS, may be reluctant to experiment with multiple tools as part of 

their teaching. 

So can DLS be viable alternatives to traditional LMS? In non-formal educational environments, 

such as the learning environment in which web2english resided, DLS can indeed be very 

valuable educational resources. However, in formal educational environments, DLS will need to 

coexist with current LMS. This may result in traditional LMS becoming part of the DLS, similar 

to the role of edmodo in the web2english course, or LMS opening up to incorporate new 

emerging web applications. Whatever happens, web-based tools, PTEs, PLEs and DLS will have 

an ever important role to play in education. 
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Appendix A: Pre-course survey results 

 



Digital Learning Spaces - an alternative to traditional Learning Management Systems? 

  

 

ii 

 

 
 

 



Digital Learning Spaces - an alternative to traditional Learning Management Systems? 

  

 

iii 

 

Appendix B: Post-course survey results 

 

 


