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Building an OLE – a School’s Perspective 

 
Figure 1 – OLE School Perspective 

Evidence of the emphasis in the education community on a ‘learner centred’ 
approach to education can be seen in the increasing popularity of social software, 
including blogs and personal web environments such as ‘MySpace”1 ‘BeBo”2 or 
ELGG3. 
While these forms of social software are undoubtedly enabling students to take 
control of and manage their own learning in ways not previously considered or 
possible, there remains a tension as to how schools as the formal places of learning 
may best equip themselves to ensure that they (a) remain relevant and accessible to 
these digital learners, and (b) are able to organize and manage the programmes of 
learning that they are providing for these learners.  
A real tension exists in that, while there may be a utopian ideal of all learners 
becoming independent, autonomous, and self-directed in their learning, the reality is 
that schools are likely to remain as a central part of our education system, both as a 
means of coping with the logistics of managing (and measuring) learning for large 
numbers of learners, and with an important role to play in laying the foundations for 
students to become truly independent, autonomous and self-directed.  
                                                
1 http://www.myspace.com 
2 http://www.bebo.com  
3 http://www.elgg.net 
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Of course, many of the current things about schools may have to change (eg 
curriculum, timetable, assessment practices etc), but the fact remains that prime 
function of schools is the managing of the complexity of learning on behalf of young 
learners.  
Figure 1 is an attempt to illustrate a school’s perspective of the development of an 
online learning environment (OLE). Within the diagram there are three key areas to 
consider: 
1 The school’s OLE. This will not be a single system, but will take into account 

the various systems a school relies on to manage the complexity of the learning 
experience, including such things as an Learning Management System (LMS), 
Student management System (SMS) and a Library Management System 
(LibMS). Issues of internal interoperability between these systems will be 
increasingly important, as will issues of interoperability and connectivity with 
other systems outside the school environment. These systems may be hosted 
locally within a school’s own server-based network, or they may be located on a 
hosted system and accessed via the Web. Whichever is used, it is vital that the 
systems are accessible to users (teachers, students, parents etc) via the Web 
from both inside and outside the physical school environment. 

2 The Personal Learning Environment (PLE) of the learner – this is the place 
were individuals can create, aggregate and organize their own “online lives”. 
The examples of MySpace, Bebo and ELGG are used here as the types of 
online environments that could be considered in this way – but equally a PLE 
may not be an actual piece of software at all, rather, it may be the way in which 
all of these links, files and interactions are managed within the users own 
desktop environment using the features within the user’s browser, and other 
tools such as an RSS aggregator. Examples of the sorts of things that an 
individual may want to aggregate within their own environment includes 
personal blogs (eg blog.com4) and the range of social and community 
environments that exist on the web (eg Flickr5 for photo collections, Frappr6 for 
community maps and Del.icio.us7 for social bookmarking) 

3 Other online systems, repositories or environments – in the wider sphere, 
there will be a range of other systems, repositories and environments that both 
the school and the individual student may wish or need to be connected with. 
Examples shown in the diagram include the LMS of other institutions that a 
student may be enrolled with, or a teacher may be teaching or co-teaching 
within. Content repositories are also included here, with issues such as 
discoverability, digital rights management and accessibility (permissions etc) 
being crucial with regards to the interoperability standards that must be 
considered. Other systems such as the many online educational programmes 
that are provided to supplement school programmes or provide out of school 
experiences for learners are also considered here. 

                                                
4 http://nz.blog.com  
5 http://www.flickr.com  
6 http://www.frappr.com  
7 http://del.icio.us  



OLE_school_perspective.doc – Derek Wenmoth, June 2006 

The arrows on the diagram illustrate the complexity of connections that are required 
for an online learning environment to operate effectively. In almost every case, the 
arrows are two-way, illustrating the move towards the read-write web environment, 
where users are not merely consumers of content, but contributors as well – both to 
the content and the conversations that are occurring. 
Central to the effective operation of all of this are the issues of authentication and 
authorization – these dual concerns ensure that the identity of a user can be 
authenticated within the system (ie validate that the user is who he/she says he/she 
is), and secondly, that that person is then authorized to access and contribute to the 
various spaces they are attempting to visit. Authorisation is frequently given based 
on the ‘role’ the person has been assigned – eg teachers will have different access 
privileges to students etc. 
Currently this process is managed internally within each system – the result being 
that users end up having a variety of usernames and passwords to manage in order 
to gain access to the various systems and environments they are members of (ie 
have accounts with). Many computer operating systems make this process a little 
easier by having levels of password management built into them, allowing users to 
access sites without having to re-enter the password etc, but this is really a cheat’s 
way of thinking about interoperability, because it is still only accessing the databases 
within each system.  
In figure 1 the National Student Index (NSI) is shown as a data store on the 
periphery of the school’s OLE. The NSI contains the unique identifying information 
about individual students which can be called on by any of the other systems to 
authenticate and authorize access to whatever areas, content, conversations etc are 
appropriate. Thus many of the arrows in the diagram pass through the NSI data 
store to illustrate this.   
The red line around the elements of the school’s OLE represents is an arbitary 
demarcation, not intended to necessarily represent the physical confines of the 
school (eg in the case of schools using a hosted solution) nor the extent of any 
security system or firewall (eg in the case of schools operating within a VPN at a 
regional or national level). Instead, the red line “contains” the elements for which 
schools must take responsibility for making decisions, and over which schools will 
exercise a high level of control and management. 
The focus on an LMS forming a key part of the school’s OLE is intentional here only 
in that this paper is intended to contribute to the discussion in schools around 
decisions regarding the purchase of an LMS, and secondly because for most 
schools the LMS will provide the focal point of an OLE, forming the basis of an online 
portal for the school, acting both as an intranet and providing access for external 
users to areas of learning in the school. 


