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About LearningMate

LearningMate focuses on integrating technology with education to 
enhance learning experiences. For over 20 years, we have worked with 
institutions, companies and publishers to develop solutions that make 
education more accessible and e�ective. We are known for creating 
�exible, accessible and career-oriented online programmes and resources, 
partnering with institutions like the University of Surrey, the University of 
Leeds and Southern New Hampshire University.

Our services improve the digital infrastructure and operations of higher 
education institutions, covering integration support, digital and customer 
service resources, content migration and accessibility audits. Chapter 7 of 
this report discusses our work with Learning Content Management Systems 
(LCMS) to improve student services.

We are also exploring arti�cial intelligence to augment our services, 
focusing on human-led, AI-powered solutions.

Our business model is straightforward: we collaborate with universities, 
publishers and corporations to address their challenges and tailor our 
services to accelerate their digital strategies e�ciently. Our commitment to 
education and �exibility makes us a valuable partner in the EdTech sector.

We have grown by acquiring and investing in complementary companies 
and remain open to investment opportunities. For more information, 
contact: prasad.mohare@learningmate.com.
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Foreword

Mary Curnock Cook CBE

Technology is undoubtedly a foundational asset for higher education 
providers, but for many leaders in the sector it remains something of a black 
box. This collection of essays aims to demystify technology and to provide 
some insights to elevate the discourse to a strategic level. Our authors are 
in leadership roles across the sector and several have no direct technology 
background. Two vice-chancellors, from Durham and from Greenwich, 
bookend the list. 

With student needs changing and �nancial strains across the sector, 
technology has two principal roles: as a driver of operating e�ciency and 
as a key contributor to the student experience. Nevertheless, universities 
still rely on outdated legacy systems to operate, with large in-house IT 
teams whose job it is to keep the technology lights on and try to avoid 
disastrous cyber-attacks and IT downtime. All that cost and expertise is 
rarely available for innovation and improvements. Data, arguably the 
foundation of any technology architecture, is held in multiple systems, 
management information is delivered through multiplying spreadsheets, 
satellite IT e�orts are set up in disgruntled faculties and hard-pressed IT 
professionals become the department of saying ‘no’.

Many university strategies will tilt at ‘digital transformation’ initiatives and 
most governing bodies will have discussed delays, cost over runs and 
sometimes the total failure of such projects. Perhaps ‘digital transformation’ 
is the wrong term, suggesting as it does that there is an end state that is 
‘transformed’. Thinking of digital as a journey of continuous improvement 
that can be accelerated or scaled back is perhaps more realistic, but doing 
this requires some core architectural building blocks upon which a �exible 
technology estate can be built. First among these is curating and storing 
data at an enterprise level; migrating from on-premise data centres to the 
cloud is another. Both of these foundational moves will enable quicker 
and less costly adoption of sta� and student-facing applications and tools. 
The sector’s dependency on a small number of suppliers of student record 
systems and virtual learning environments (VLEs) is a problem yet to be 
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cracked; but with better technology foundations, universities can reduce 
their reliance on these often cumbersome tools and be more con�dent in 
testing new options. 

More recently, the emergence of generative AI has called into question 
the dominant model of teaching, learning and assessment. Meanwhile, 
the cost-of-learning crisis for students and, perhaps, the development 
of the Lifelong Learning Entitlement (LLE) modular funding options will 
start to change how and when students want to access higher education. 
This points to more complex models of multi-modal learning, credit 
accumulation / stacking and transfer, and step-on, step-o� learning 
patterns. 

The higher education sector can successfully put in place the foundational 
technologies that enable such changing models, and it can do so at lower 
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1.  Governance and leadership of a modern university

Professor Karen O’Brien, Vice-Chancellor and Warden,  
Durham University

University management teams long ago abandoned the idea that IT is 
simply an adjunct to the delivery of university operations and strategy, or 
something they can safely devolve to an IT subcommittee. Those of us in 
management roles see core enterprise systems and digital technologies 
as the fabric of a higher education (HE) institution as much as classrooms, 
books and labs.

Digital technologies are the transport vehicles for the student journey from 
enquiry to graduation, and the means, mode and often subject of much 
of our research. Discussions of IT systems, innovation and cybersecurity 
regularly consume as much time in executive meetings, audit committees 
and governing boards as �nances, estates and HR matters.

Despite the fact that the UK plays a globally important role in computational 
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We have tried to learn from the best: the University of Arizona led the way 
in online learning pedagogies and remote exam proctoring; applicant 
journeys at the National University of Singapore; or augmented reality 
headsets for medical education at Imperial College London.

Some of the slickest innovations have been in support of our core customer 
imperatives, such as guiding students through the enquiry and application 
process. At Durham, for instance, we have implemented a 24/7 AI assistant, 
‘Holly’, which has answered thousands of questions and freed sta� to add 
value in other places. Yet we know that the seamlessness of this customer 
experience does not always continue as students enter university and are 
handed o� to less friendly student record systems (the market here being 
monopolised by just two main system providers), clunky timetabling 
systems and variable quality Virtual Learning Environments. 

As senior leadership teams we continue to set our sights on an ambitious 
vision of what we would like the digital university experience to be for 
our students (responsive, intuitive, connecting and personalised), even 
though procurement processes, uneven technological development and 
regulatory controls mean that a ‘seamless’, straight-to-smartphone student 
experience is still some way o�.

That said, no educational organisation would ever consider ‘experience’ 
to be something that simply ‘happens’ to students. We are seeking to 
implement digital strategies in ways that empower and equip our students 
with the knowledge and skills they will need to succeed in the era of AI. 

Moreover, many of us try to position students themselves as agents of 
digital change in our organisations, recognising their native grasp of 
technologies, and the entrepreneurial leadership that comes from the 
student body. Some universities have succeeded in positioning students 
as digital changemakers within their structures, for example, in the recent 
case of University College London, tackling head-on the implications of 
generative AI and AI technologies for our shared educational endeavour.

Looking ahead, those management teams that take holistic, collective 
and clear-sighted accountability for their university’s digital strategy will 
be well-placed to equip their organisations for the challenges ahead. In 
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2.  Risks and challenges of AI in higher education

Professor Kathleen Armour FAcSS, Vice-Provost Education & Student 
Experience, University College London

Writing about Arti�cial Intelligence (AI) in higher education presents an 
interesting challenge because these digital technologies are moving 
so fast. Nonetheless, as I write in late 2023, we seem to be in a period of 
relative calm – at least compared to the autumn of 2022 – so I will attempt 
to summarise how we got here and where we might be headed next. 

How did we get here?

We can probably all agree that digital technologies have had a major 
transformative impact on many aspects of society. In higher education, 
a wide range of digital technologies has long formed a core element 
of our provision in, for example, student and sta� services, libraries, 
communications and learning and teaching (ever more expansive Learning 
Management Systems). Growth in the use of digital technologies in higher 
education was, until recently, mainly incremental and planned and AI has 
been quietly helping our digital tools to become more e�ective. 

Over time, digital technologies have delivered radical changes to the ways 
in which knowledge is created, curated, synthesised, shared and accessed, 
and in the speed of transactions. There has been exponential growth in 
opportunities for connectedness between learners and between learners 
and teachers. Through these changes, it is interesting to note that the 
fundamental structures, activities and processes of higher education have 
remained largely intact.
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their outputs, we need to ensure that higher education pedagogies and 
processes are keeping up while retaining a critical eye on the risks. Yet, as 
noted earlier, ChatGPT and similar tools have the potential to o�er students 
access to new forms of learning assessment support. If we collaborate with 
AI developers to address the challenges, our students and the sector have 
much to gain. 
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Change 3: Providers will empower their students as trusted, veri�able 
owners of their own educational credentials. 

A higher education future with greater levels of participation, enabled by 
greater diversity and �exibility, is likely to be characterised by enhanced 
student mobility within and between institutions. Learners will expect low 
friction access to learning that meets their needs, when they need it, from 
their provider of choice. For providers, who have a statutory duty to ensure 
they only admit students onto courses for which they are appropriately 
experienced or quali�ed, this presents a signi�cant challenge. How 
can rapid, frictionless admission and enrolment be achieved while also 
ensuring learners are appropriately suited to their chosen course of study?

Empowering students as trusted owners of their own academic credit 
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creation of risk-managed opportunities for members to scope, test and 
re�ne the new higher education models of the future. 



https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED091983
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the powerful technologies we see emerging are mobilised to the bene�t 
of the mass, or universal, participants of higher education. It is possible 
to envisage, without becoming too far-fetched, a role for technology, in 
addition to the role of the teacher, to augment the provision and deliver 
a proxy for the elite education model that is otherwise una�ordable to a 
mass audience.

The students in our institutions are a marvellous source of data that we 
largely exclude from the conversation. Their demands for technology to 
make learning accessible, connected and instantaneous, are often asserted 
but rarely evidenced – other than the anecdote of someone’s child. We 
must do more to bring their voice to the front of design and development. 
After all, they are much more likely to be digitally aware.
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The opportunities are many-fold. We can understand the characteristics 
of a successful student within a cohort, we can understand the patterns of 
behaviour of an individual student and act on deviation from those norms 
and we can pick up signs of students who appear to be disengaging and 
nudge them back into engagement.

More controversially, we can look for aspects of a student’s background 
that raise potential red �ags and marry those with the behavioural data to 
focus extra support on those students deemed most likely to be at risk.

We have the exciting prospect of intelligent agents being able to identify 
useful support texts that could be used to sca�old a student who is falling 
behind in a subject and to stretch a student who is romping ahead. We 
could identify issues of con�dence with the material and again support in 
a di�erentiated way. This does mean that we need to �nd ways to deploy 
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These hopes and aspirations for the transformative power of technology 
are often expressed, but how do we then make this happen? What are the 
challenges to the leadership of universities? 

Our institutions are ‘blessed’ with many legacy systems, some so beloved 
because they are bespoke. Secondly, our organisational structures are 
incredibly devolved and so embedding new approaches and removing 



36

5.  Technology foundations: the building blocks for 
excellence in modern universities

Gavin McLachlan, Vice-Principal, Chief Information O�cer and 
Librarian, University of Edinburgh

Advancements in technology have fundamentally transformed how 
universities operate and educate students. While chalkboards and 
textbooks once de�ned the learning experience, universities now rely on 
complex digital ecosystems to deliver world-class education. In this chapter, 
I will explore the essential infrastructure underlying a modern university 
and how technologies like digital learning platforms, data analytics and 
cloud computing can establish some of the building blocks for institutional 
excellence.

Any leading university requires a robust technological foundation to 
support its academic mission. At the core is a versatile and highly secure 
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applications like OneNote, Google Classroom, Microsoft Teams, Miro and 
Wooclap improve information retention, comprehension and participation. 
Interactive 3D and virtual reality medical and science tools bring abstract 
concepts to life through immersive simulations. Often, all these applications 
can be reached through a central personalised student portal.

Chatbots powered by arti�cial intelligence lend a helping hand with 
administrative tasks, like support and registration, freeing students to focus 
on learning and making the back-o�ce more e�cient.

Digital accessibility is becoming increasingly vital to ensure all students 



38

Each institution will need to make its own complex decision on 
what digital services it runs in the vendor’s cloud or operates its own 
datacentres.

Of course, a major downside of fragmented systems is data silos. To gain 
insights, universities are embracing ‘big data’ consolidated in enterprise data 
warehouses. Analysing real-time student performance metrics, learning 
behaviours and engagement patterns allows continuously improving 
pedagogy, resources and predictive interventions. Analytics illuminate 
bottlenecks in curriculum development and areas where supplemental 
support may help at-risk students. When grounded in learning theory and 
pedagogical practice, and used within an ethical framework and policy, 
data analytics elevate educational experiences.

Technology is also the core building block of a modern university library. 
The vast majority of new library materials are digital with e-textbooks 
and electronic journals, articles and reference materials. Deriving value 
from these materials requires advanced search tools, digital librarian skills 
and highly integrated databases of educational and reference materials. 
Integration with other libraries and data sources is key to ensure the 
most comprehensive access to information for students and educators. 
Digitisation technologies and services allow any remaining books, 
objects or source material that are still in physical form to join this highly 
accessible body of knowledge. Search and discovery tools allow students 
and educators to �nd, compare and explore these huge rich information 
sources.

By integrating robust technical foundations spanning devices, networks, 
platforms, analytics and the cloud, universities dissolve geographic and 
temporal barriers. Students can enjoy seamless learning, tightly integrated 
with their digital lifestyles and preferences. F6 (t)6 (e (y seamless le. F)30.nTd
[in)4 ion and pre 
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In summary, a modern university relies on a cohesive technology ecosystem 
uniting infrastructure, platforms, services and data. The network backbone 
and datacentres provide access and computing power at scale. Intuitive 
learning platforms organise academic life, while cloud interconnection 
enables boundless services. Analytics extract insights from educational 
data to improve experiences. Together these interlinked technical blocks 
create a foundation enabling universities to spearhead learning innovation 
and positively impact society. Technology capabilities can no longer be 
an afterthought. Instead they form the cornerstones for institutional 
excellence in a digital-�rst world.
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6.  Data as a foundation for the future of education

Alex Leigh, Data Strategist, The Leigh Partnership

Technology will change education, and education will inevitably drive 
technological change. These are the certainties, but the success of both 
individual institutions and the wider sector in this complex space is not. In 
this chapter, I will examine the role of trusted data supporting, assuring and 
accelerating institution-wide initiatives targeted at reframing technology 
for the bene�t of sta� and students.

Digital transformation is a proxy for endeavours that focus technology 
delivery in support of the academic mission. As such, senior leaders are 
rightly invested in digital transformation and its outcomes. However, such 
programmes often fail to deliver sustainable outcomes or the promised 
return on investment of time, resources and money.

The simple reason for these failures is that digital transformation is hard. It is 
beyond the scope of this chapter to unpack the reasons for this. Instead, we 
shall focus on the critical data foundations that can positively or negatively 
a�ect such programmes:

1. A lack of strategic data leadership: Without a functional head, data 
leadership is often, at best, franchised or more often fragmented, leaving 
technology teams to take the lead. Having data positioned as a technical-
only component reduces both its scope and utility. 

2. A fragmented understanding of the current state of data: Storing 
data in multiple unconnected silos blocks much of the value of �rst 
identifying and then linking datasets to provide actionable insights.

3. An under-investment in data skills: Speci�cally in the areas of data 
governance and data architecture. These roles are often underfunded or 
not recognised as critical capabilities to unlock the power of an institution’s 
data. Data skills are not the same as technology / IT skills, leaving this 
professional data class under-represented.

4. Con�ating data and technology: 
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The consequences of an incoherent approach to data include: an inability 
to make evidence-based decisions; sta� and student frustration; exposure 
to regulatory risk; inability to access all funding streams; and sustained 
high cost of change. 

These are driven by a host of issues not even recognised as a priority to 
resolve – they include data not documented, data not trusted, data not 
available, data hard to integrate and the high cost of data management, 
manipulation and visualisation.

Management responses to this toxic data environment often focus on 
data-quality cleansing projects. Attempting to �x problems at their point 
of use does not address the structural and systemic issues where the focus 
needs to be.

Data then become more of a problem than a solution. It is therefore time 
to rethink how data assets can visibly support universities’ objectives – 
both for digital transformation and for wider themes, including e�ective 
decision making, e�cient operation and risk mitigation.

It is important to start by positioning data as a strategic asset. Consider how 
to manage data like other respected assets – for example, people, �nance 
and buildings. These assets are explicitly managed to align their scarcity to 
where they can be best used. To con�gure these assets to support university 
objectives does not require specialist expertise, but it does demand an 
understanding of strengths, weaknesses, priorities, deployment options 
and operational cost.

Most key university assets have an ‘o�ce of state’ – an accountable senior 
o�cer, documented processes and embedded behaviours – for example, 
a Chief Finance O�cer, a Director of Estates and so on. Signi�cant training 
and support are provided to ensure sta� and students have the skills and 
con�dence to utilise these assets. 

To elevate data to be a peer asset, �ve areas of activity need to be addressed:

1. Data architecture: This is the blueprint of how the institution organises 
and structures its data, making it easier to understand, use, develop and 
evolve in a sustainable way.
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2. Data integration: This is the seamless merging of diverse data sources 
and often hidden data into one complete picture, bringing these together 
for a trusted and uni�ed view.

3. Data governance: This creates an accountability framework and a 
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an accountability framework and laser focusing technology on business, 
not technical outcomes. All these themes support, enable and accelerate 
successful transformation of data.

Data are the foundation for navigating the changing landscape of 
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7.  The coexistence of the LMS and LCMS  
in higher education

Prasad Mohare, Senior VP, LearningMate UK and David Hopkins, 
Director of Content Services, LearningMate UK

Higher education is in�uenced by the technology employed at each 
institution. This is not a radical or disputed fact, but rather an uncomfortable 
introduction to the reality of running and maintaining a modern university. 

Making good use of the technology will often fall on individual faculty 
members, while being maintained and managed by a central team as part of 
IT. However, the intersection and coexistence of the Learning Management 
System (LMS) and a Learning Content Management System (LCMS) within 
this framework presents a unique challenge. On the one hand, LMS 
platforms are designed to facilitate the educational process, hosting course 
materials, enabling assessments and fostering communication between 
students and academia. On the other hand, LCMS platforms are typically 
geared towards content creation and management, playing a pivotal role 
in the dissemination of information and the digital representation of the 
university’s identity.

This contradiction often leads to a siloed approach to technology 
implementation, where LMS and LCMS operate independently, without 
fully leveraging the potential interactions between the two. In an era where 
digital integration is key to both educational and operational success, 
understanding the interplay between these systems becomes crucial. This 
chapter aims to unpack the complexities of LMS and LCMS coexistence, 
exploring how they can not only coexist but also complement each other to 
enhance the student journey and experience, streamline faculty work�ows 
and contribute to the strategic goals of higher education institutions.

This journey is not without its challenges, but the potential rewards 
for students, faculty and the institution as a whole are substantial. The 
goal is to foster an environment where technology is not just a tool for 
management, but a strategic asset that enhances learning, teaching and 
the overall university experience.
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The Learning Management System (LMS)

The most visible, and often derided, technology is the Learning 
Management System (LMS). This is the focal point for nearly all of the 
student’s interaction or engagement with the teaching and administrative 
teams - accessing the timetable, assessing learning resources, assignment 
submission, links to live or recorded sessions, library reading lists, contact 
hours and / or study rooms, networking and / or team activities. 

The LMS provides access to online materials, be it PDF or PowerPoint 
documents, bite-sized learning activities or video content, collaborative 
and group work, formative and summative assessments and more. The 
�exibility of the LMS is only bound by the imagination of the teams using 
them. While the LMS requires a careful and deliberate plan for installation, 
maintenance and usage (often aligned to an institution’s teaching and 
learning strategy), the facilities available for non-technical faculty and 
administrative users enable them to deploy the options list of features for 
a variety of uses beyond the ‘basic’ requirement of teaching and learning.

Introducing the Learning Content Management System (LCMS)

A Learning Content Management System (LCMS) serves as a central hub for 
learning materials, enabling the storage, management and publishing of 
educational content to multiple courses across multiple platforms. Imagine 
having a SWOT analysis diagram loaded to multiple courses across multiple 
programmes or faculties. With an LCMS, if the diagram requires a style 
and branding refresh, you only need to update it once in the LCMS. With 
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Focus Student progress
Student experience
Data & analytics

Organisation of content
Accessibility
Storage
Flexibility
Reuse & versioning
Work�ow
Data & analytics

Practical integration 

The integration of LMS and LCMS systems can take various forms, each 
one tailored to the speci�c needs and objectives of the institution – it is 
understood that most institutions will already have a working LMS, and it is 
the LCMS that is the addition to the toolset that needs integration.

One e�ective model is a complementary product integration approach. 
In this scenario the LMS continues, during the initial stages, to manage 
course delivery and student interaction while sta� receive training on how 
and when to use the LCMS. Through Application Programming Interface 
(API) connectivity, content updated in the LCMS will eventually populate 
relevant sections in the LMS, ensuring consistency and up-to-date 
information across platforms.

Another model is a collaborative work�ow system. Here the LCMS and LMS 
facilitate collaborative content creation and management. For instance, 
sta� can use the LCMS to develop and re�ne course materials, which are 
then seamlessly integrated into the LMS for student access. This model 
encourages continuous improvement of educational content, driven by 
faculty expertise and student feedback.

Lastly, the ‘Data-Driven Decision Making’ (DDDM) model leverages the 
analytics capabilities of both systems. By combining data from the LMS 
(such as student engagement and performance metrics) with LCMS data 
(like content usage statistics), institutions can gain comprehensive insights 
into both the e�cacy of educational content and the e�ectiveness of 
communication strategies.
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Conclusion

To integrate these two distinct systems in a modern university is not just 
a consideration of the technological upgrade: it represents a strategic 
approach to enhancing the quality and �exibility of education. While 
both the LMS and LCMS play crucial roles in the learning ecosystem, their 
emphasis and functionalities di�er: the LMS concentrates on managing the 
learner experience, while the LCMS is more content-centric, emphasising 
the creation, organisation and e�cient management of learning content.

This collaboration ensures that the management and delivery of 
educational content is optimised, bene�ting all stakeholders in the 
educational ecosystem. As the landscape of higher education continues 
to evolve, the combined use of these systems will be crucial in addressing 
the diverse needs of students and in shaping the future of learning and 
teaching. 
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8.  Student-centric approaches to the university  
of the future

Professor Jane Harrington, Vice-Chancellor and CEO,  
University of Greenwich

I would like to think that the days of the ‘sage on the stage’, and didactic 
learning are long gone, although I suspect there are still pockets of 
resistance to their decline. While it is doubtful that they were ever e�ective, 
for a generation of students who have grown up with mobile phones and 
gaming, and see virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) as standard, it 
is increasingly hard to maintain this perspective. Alongside this is the growth 
of AI, with tools such as ChatGPT becoming part of students’ expectations. 
It has become essential that we embrace the changes and focus on how to 
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from the University of Greenwich where I am Vice-Chancellor and where, 
over the last few years, we have moved to a focus on students at the core 
of everything we do. This covers the very strategic aspects of our work and 
trickles down to the work of individuals and teams across the university.42 

Two years ago, during the development of our Digital Enabling Strategy, 
it was very important for us to elicit requirements and ensure that our 
thoughts and ideas were tested with our student community. 

We engaged with the Greenwich Students’ Union (GSU) and a third-party 
higher education consultancy to facilitate a series of deep-dive workshops, 
to help us understand the future digital needs of our student body. The 
feedback we received was excellent and really helped shape the direction 
we took in developing our plans, our driving principles and our approach 
to digital engagement.

We have also engaged students in the recent development of our Digital 
Student Centre, a student enquiry platform, which allows students to get the 
help they need when they need it. They were welcome contributors, being 
both active and enthusiastic in helping design and give feedback on our early 
prototypes via dedicated student engagement and early adopter sessions. 
Additionally, the student contribution to our formal User Acceptance Testing 
was unprecedented, enabling us to have both sta� and students in the same 
rooms for realistic and rigorous testing of all the issue logging, response and 
communications functions of the Digital Student Centre. Since its launch, 
the student take-up has been overwhelming and the feedback on resolution 
and response satisfaction has been consistently high.

At the University, we also use technology to ensure that students are 
actively engaged in their learning. For example, a student-centered 
learning environment has been developed by Dr Giulia Getti, an associate 
professor in microbiology, for her �nal-year students. Dr Getti approaches 
her module with the view that students should interact throughout and 
have a say in the course delivery. This starts with how they would like 
the lecture formatted – PowerPoint or Mentimeter? She has also created 
interactive lessons on our virtual learning environment (Moodle) that 
42 To view the Digital Sub Strategy online, please go to https://docs.gre.ac.uk/__data/assets/
pdf_�le/0020/134570/digital-strategy-2022-2030.pdf

https://docs.gre.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/134570/digital-strategy-2022-2030.pdf
https://docs.gre.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/134570/digital-strategy-2022-2030.pdf
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insights on the feasibility, potential impact and uniqueness of their ideas. 
Equipped with the AI-generated feedback, each group then re�nes their 
ideas. The students actively participate in discussions, providing critical 
evaluations of ChatGPT’s feedback, while the tutor o�ers guidance to 
pinpoint the aspects of the feedback that hold particular value or might 
be potentially misleading. Finally, the groups prepare brief presentations 
to showcase their innovations to the class. Ultimately, the class votes 
to determine the most innovative idea, using criteria such as feasibility, 
potential impact, uniqueness and presentation skills.

Each example is evidence of the move towards a student-centred learning 
environment, and the power of using technology. The increasing use of 
simulation and the learning from the health sciences in this �eld adds to 
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