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1. SUMMARY 
The road trip of the transition from a commercial learning management system (LMS) to an open 
source one is described in this paper, in an attempt to point out the milestones, the mistakes and 
the final elements of success, hoping to provide a useful guide to others embarking on the same 
adventure. 

2. BACKGROUND 
Choosing the appropriate learning management system (LMS) for a university is always a major 
decision, influenced by many parameters, but usually ruled by available funding. The recent 
financial recession has caused public services in Greece to rethink and re-evaluate solutions based 
on open source software. Numerous open source software systems, among them LMS, are now 
considered to be of equally high standards as commercial ones. The savings of such a transition are 
to be felt even more in a University with the size of the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki (AUTh): 
60.000 students, 2.500 teaching members and about 1000 administrative and assistant staff. 

In AUTh, the commercial LMS Blackboard Learn has been the main LMS for more than 10 years, 
counting almost 2000 courses, involving about 1000 teachers and 29000 students. Up until the 
transition, hosting and support of Blackboard has been provided by the Central Library Services of 
the university. Several departmental systems have been deployed to serve smaller groups of courses, 
teachers and students, while the IT Center of the university was hosting 500 courses on another open 
source LMS, the Open eClass platform.  

The model proved to be very expensive for the university, for two reasons: a) the yearly cost of 
licensing and maintenance for the commercial solution, and b) the fragmentation of support 
resources, both human and technical. 

3. MIGRATING TO AN OPEN-SOURCE LMS 
In 2013, with government funding to the University cut by more than 50%, AUTh made the decision 
to replace the commercial LMS by an open source alternative and to merge the two centrally 
supported services into one system with a unified helpdesk.  

By July 2013, a technical report was carried out in order to explore the capabilities of various LMS 
and to describe the procedure under which the transition should be carried out. Several LMS were 
compared. The report’s conclusion was that the latest version of Moodle could replace Blackboard 
without downgrading the service provided. International practices suggested that two academic 
years would be appropriate for a smooth transition [California State University] and that during the 
transition period the cost of deploying the open source LMS would be almost equal to that of 
maintaining the commercial one [Dabirian A. and Walker S].  

By December 2013, the final decision was taken to replace Blackboard 9.1 with the latest version of 
Moodle. The transition would begin by March 2014 and be completed by the end of November 2014 
i.e. in 9 months, in order to avoid one further year of licensing costs. 



3.1. The Roadmap 
The whole transition was carried out jointly by the IT Center and the Central Library, each one 
addressing different areas. The Central Library focused on course content and provided user support, 
while the IT Center focused on technical details of course material migration and technical support 
of the new Moodle installation. 

The first steps of the transition were the installation, configuration and trial operation of Moodle. 
The new Moodle platform was made available 5 months after the beginning of the project. It 
contained only the first set of migrated courses and opened just for instructors in order to facilitate 
review of migrated content and to allow them to get acquainted with the new platform. Soon after 
this, selected Blackboard courses were migrated to Moodle initiating a pre-production period for 
Moodle through the winter semester of 2014. The LMS was available only to experienced teachers or 
those just starting to use an LMS for the first time. During that period, Blackboard was operating in 
parallel for the rest of the teachers, without accepting new courses.  

Even though the first set of courses on Moodle was limited, we received feedback to adopt extra 
features, like Math symbolic processing in quizzes and webconf sessions. Moreover, system 
performance was fine-tuned and passed stress tests to ensure proper operation under large numbers 
of live quiz users. Finally, we developed syncing mechanisms with the university Student Information 
System (SIS), allowing for automatic enrollment of students in LMS courses. Also, user training began 
during this period.  

At the end of the pre-production period, a new course migration was performed, for the rest of the 
Blackboard courses, as the Blackboard platform ended its operation. Moodle then started its full 
production period, as the main institutional LMS.  

3.2. Course Material Conversion 
A critical requirement imposed on the transition process was that teachers would not be involved 
with the migration of the material of their courses. To accomplish this, an automated migrating tool 
was selected and further developed. The “Reteach conversion tool” was selected as the most 
appropriate. First attempts with Reteach were not as promising as expected. Some courses were 
well converted; others ended up with material mis-constructed in a strange way and some were not 
converted at all. There were numerous causes for this behavior, which had to be ironed out. The 
major problems we faced were language encoding issues, filename sizes of embedded docs and file-
system paths. But the greatest problem was dealing with courses that contained quizzes, which had 
to be specially treated, with successive Moodle migrations. Given the number of courses we had to 
migrate, an automated, batch solution was required. 

4. CONCLUSION 
During this first operational period of Moodle numerous problems came to light, some of them simple 
and others more complicated. The working team managed to deal appropriately with most of them, 
gaining significant experience and expertise. The final verdict on the success of the transition will be 
judged by the university community itself. 
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