Introduction to IMS specifications 

Specific details relating to implementation of the particular specifications and the principal issues arising from their application are described elsewhere. It is appropriate here to address in brief more generally something of the culture of IMS, how specifications have been developed and how they continue to evolve. A briefing paper was produced here [ref Appendix item: IMS Specifications – A Framework for Interoperability] which describes these matters in more detail, and though it's more than a year old, it gives a worthwhile perspective on the specifications, especially for somebody coming to use them for the first time. There has certainly been significant progress since it was written. This section also addresses more recent developments, and while much of the paper is relevant, including the caveats, this update allows a rather more positive view.

Below, extracts taken from the web site (ref  http://www.imsproject.org/) are included to illustrate something of the current and past work of IMS, including a statement of it’s goals. These relate to all aspects of interoperability in distributed learning systems and services from educational content (including design and establishment of digital repositories), tracking learner progress and profiles, exchanging student records between administrative systems to accessibility. 
From a UK perspective, communities of practitioners, developers and other stakeholders have now become established, principally through CETIS special interest groups (ref  http://www.cetis.ac.uk/), and the JISC sponsored programmes, Building MLEs in HE and MLE Interoperability Projects in FE  (ref  http://www.jisc.ac.uk/progs/index.html), while new programmes are being set up promoting IMS specifications. Other fora using IMS specifications include (eg National Learning Network, ref  http://www.nln.ac.uk/ and the Centre for Recording Achievement, ref http://www.recordingachievement.org). 

While VLEs are still a relatively new phenomenon, use of the internet and on-line resources is well established now and this new technology is a strong force in  changing culture in the education sector toward a more learner centred view, accomodating distance and lifelong learning. It would not be too contentious, given student demand, societal and economic requirements, not to mention their educational value, to assert that VLEs are recognised as having an important role to play in this context and that they are starting to establish themselves in the sector more widely. Dissemination events, conferences, newsletters and mailing lists all serve to increase awareness and to inform practitioners on products, developments and best practice.  In respect of the lattter, it is appropriate to consider the issue of interoperability.

While the CO3 project aims to show that a significant degree of interoperability can be achieved, there is a real sense in which specifications can be thought of as being incomplete. In applying the metadata specification, describing how content can be tagged to faciltate searching and re-use, there is no requirement for actually using the metadata. In applying the content specifications, the means whereby content can be packaged and organised can be accomplished but there is no runtime specification to define how content behaves in a host system. In applying the enterprise specification, it is clear from this project and other work that the current specification is of limited use without the use of extensions and that further analysis is required in respect of the business processes of colleges (and other training establishments). In reply to this critique, it should be pointed out that this incompleteness reflects the organic nature of specification development. The goals the consortium have set themselves are not trivial and in so far as a certain level of interoperability has been achieved, this represents a stage which can be built upon in reaching a more complete and useful solution. 

Another aspect of this issue is that, since it’s inception, there has been a problem for IMS in managing people’s expectations. While promoting the adoption of interoperability specifications, it is necessary to convey a particular message to diverse interests which can not translate the complexity of the problems involved or their solution. Specifications are not standards, though they can be further developed and with consensus among a community of interest, they may become such. Matching the hype with substantive achievements has also taken rather more time than perhaps was originally envisaged. 

There are to be expected, of course, real problems associated with attempting to implement particular specifications, organisational and technical amongst others, which will be described elsewhere, but in a general sense, there are significant problems in communication and what might be called engagement. Some of these naturally reflect logistical problems in managing what is after all, a global initiative, but as one of the CO3 outputs is to feedback experientially, it is worth making the point here. 

IMS divides it’s activities according to various working groups. (According to the different specification work happening at any time some working groups will not be active). Given that resources are limited, actually attending working group meetings which generally take place in the U.S. (sometimes Australia, and elsewhere) is not a practical proposition. There are conference calls in which one can participate by telephone, and it is possible to vote on issues remotely, but without being present to appreciate the arguments being put forward, and to discuss issues properly with others, there are clear limitations in how to engage in this process. Nor can one appreciate the commercial or political dimensions applying internally. 

There is a forum for each of working group, accessed throught the web site, to which emails are posted informing of developments. Threaded discussions of particular issues can be read and new queries posted. In two postings made recently from here the thread was not initiated in one case, and required re-posting, and in the other case the substantive query was posted as an attachment which was not accessible. Notwithstanding, the fora are most useful, at least for reference purposes. The most important purpose of the fora, however, is to allow people to engage in influencing specification development. Depending on resources again, one usually finds oneself occupied in trying to apply a particular specification (or more than one), and not able to keep up with specification development (in production of the next version), and so not able to influence the process.  This is exacerbated by the fact that, specification development occurs according to a familiar cycle. While a particular working group might be dormant for some time, when it is active, the specification development process is quite intense.  

Also relating to engagement, the web site has been revamped several times and in it’s current form is considerably improved on previous incarnations. Design changes are to be expected, but it is notable (which point has been made elsewhere) that certain statements relating to compliance, products and organisations supporting IMS specifications, and the specifications as a framework for interoperability have been revised to reflect more openly how specifications are being used. In other areas particular criticisms could be made of IMS in poorly produced documentation available for download from the web site, and their presentation  (ref which dtd).
In balancing the points made above re engagement, the fact that communities of practitioners engaged in IMS work have now become established in the UK goes some way in alleviating this problem. Partnerships are formed and the confidence that comes in discussing issues locally (/nationally) allows any submissions to IMS to be made from an informed and balanced view. CETIS SIGs in particular offer the opportunity to influence specification development.

It is not the remit of this project to defend or justify IMS specifications, merely to look at how they can be used and to feedback experientially. It has not been possible even to try using certain published specifications (e.g. QTI), and while specifications are organic in nature, and so at different stages in evolving, in their current state, one could say that certain specifications are more useful than others. There are real issues still to be addressed which are not clear, relating to backward compatibility, conformance testing and what interoperability means. In respect of these last two, not only is there no conformance testing but it is by no means clear that even if a particular application were conformant (in respect of particular conformance statements), that it would be interoperable with something else. Again, these things relate to the complexity of the problem and so it is important to stress that IMS specifications are a framework for interoperability, rather than being anything else. 

The situation now is altogether more satisfactory than a couple of years ago when it might be considered that IMS seemed rather more concerned with promoting itself than with the real world. The web site includes items on how people are working with the specifications. A statement is included on the same page stating that the claims of vendors have not been tested and so cannot be endorsed. Vendors may make claims for their own systems, or in partnership with others, but while there is no formal conformance testing, and even if or when such testing should become available, the best test of claims for interoperability is in the practical demonstration of such.  In practice, one would suppose that the best way forward is people form partnerships find out how far they can work with others. As Co3 has attempted to do.
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About IMS 

The growth of the Internet and the World Wide Web is transforming teaching and learning at all levels of education, in the workplace, and at home. IMS Global Learning Consortium, Inc. (IMS) is developing and promoting open specifications for facilitating online distributed learning activities such as locating and using educational content, tracking learner progress, reporting learner performance, and exchanging student records between administrative systems. 

IMS has two key goals: 

1. Defining the technical specifications for interoperability of applications and services in distributed learning, and 

2. supporting the incorporation of the IMS specifications into products and services worldwide. IMS endeavors to promote the widespread adoption of specifications that will allow distributed learning environments and content from multiple authors to work together (in technical parlance, "interoperate").

IMS is a global consortium with members from educational, commercial, and government organizations. Funding comes from membership fees, with organizations choosing to join as either Contributing Members or Developers Network Subscribers. 

Newsletter and courses

IMS Tutorial on Online Learning Specifications

Advanced Courses
These are one-day courses that thoroughly examine the technical aspects of the corresponding IMS specification. Each course provides a set of use-cases taken from users who have adopted the IMS specification. 

· IMS Meta-data 

· IMS Enterprise 

· IMS Content Packaging 

· IMS Question & Test Interoperability 

· IMS Learner Information Package

Implementer Workshops
These two-day workshops are an opportunity for organizations to present some of their IMS specification implementation issues to the IMS technical team. The IMS technical team will work through solutions with your implementers. The aim of these courses is to make the IMS technical experts available to organizations who need in-depth advice on how to implement IMS specifications. 

For more information or sponsorship opportunities, contact Colin Smythe at colin@dunelm.com for more information

eg current state of specs, and 

CURRENT WORKING GROUPS 

	Competency Team
Question & Test Team
Content Management Team
Profiles Team
	Meta-data Team
Learning Design Team
Accessibility Team
Simple Sequencing Team
Digital Repositories Team


MEETINGS SCHEDULED 

Work Group Meeting - Sydney, Australia
February 24- 27, 2002
Details
FORUMS
· Meta-data Team, led by Mark Norton 

· Content and Management Systems Team, led by Adam Cooper 

· Re-usable Competency Definition Team, led by Dan Rehak and Claude Oystn 

· Profiles/Enterprise Team 

· Learning Design, led by Chuck Barritt and Katy Campbell 

· Question and Test Interoperability Team, led by Colin Smythe 

· Accessibility Team led by Mark Norton 

· Simple Sequencing Team led by Ron Ball and Brandt Dargue 

· Digital Repositories Team led by Jon Mason and Dipto Chakravarty 

· Developers Network, led by Thor Anderson 
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

faqs

Frequently Asked Questions 

IMS Frequently Asked Questions 

Question & Test Frequently Asked Questions 

Meta-Data Frequently Asked Questions 

Content Packaging Frequently Asked Questions 

Search for Frequently Asked Questions
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

specifications

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

	Date
	Document
	Status

	2002-February-13
	IMS Question & Test Interoperability Specification
	Version 1.2
Final Release

	2001-October-10
	IMS Question & Test Interoperability Specification
	Version 1.2
Public Draft Release

	2001-October-01
	IMS Meta-data Specification
	Version 1.2.1 
Final Release

	2001-August-10
	IMS Content Packaging Specification
	Version 1.1.2 
Final Release

	2001-June-11
	IMS Meta-data Specification
	Version 1.2 
Final Release

	2001-May-18
	IMS Content Packaging Specification
	Version 1.1.1 
Update Release

	2001-May-11
	IMS Meta-data Specification
	Version 1.2 
Public Release
Draft

	2001-April-20
	IMS Content Packaging Specification
	Version 1.1 
Public Release
Final

	2001-March-18
	IMS Reusable Competencies Definition Information Model Specification
	Version .01 
Public Release
Draft

	2001-March-18
	IMS Question & Test Interoperability Specification (Lite)
	Version 1.1 
Public Release
Final

	2001-March-18
	IMS Question & Test Interoperability Specification
	Version 1.1 
Public Release
Final

	2001-March-18
	IMS Learner Information Package Specification
	Version 1.00 
Public Release
Final

	2000-December-21
	IMS Content Packaging Specification
	Version 1.1 
Public Release
Draft

	2000-August-25
	IMS Question and Test Interoperability Specification
	Version 1.01 
Public Release
Final 

	2000-June-05
	IMS Content Packaging Specification
	Version 1 
Public Release
Final 


	2000-June-05
	IMS Question and Test Interoperability Specification
	Version 1 
Public Release
Final 

	2000-Mar-20
	IMS Content Packaging Specification
	Version .92 
Public Draft

	2000-May-05
	IMS Learning Resource Meta-data Specification
	Version 1.1 
Public Release
Final 

	2000-Feb-25
	IMS Question & Test Specification
	Version 1 
Public Draft

	2000-Feb-25
	IMS Content Packaging Specification
	Version .91
Public Draft

	2000-Jan-12
	IMS Enterprise Specification
	Version 1.01 
Public Release

	1999-Nov-04
	IMS Enterprise Specification
	Version 1 
Public Release

	1999-Aug-20
	IMS Meta-data Specification
	


--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

ADOPTION

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The first IMS Members Exchange was in Ottawa, Canada in August 2001; the second Member Exchange was held in Redwood Shores, California in November 2001. The IMS Members Exchange gives IMS Contributing Members the opportunity to showcase their projects and products which utilize IMS specifications. You can find the presentations from the Members Exchange below. 

Look for more information on how organizations are utilizing IMS specifications and proceedings from new Member Exchanges soon. 

*For more information on these products and projects, please contact the organizations directly * 

No attempt was made to evaluate, test, or validate the information provided. The provision of these presentations to the public does not imply certification, recommendation or endorsement by IMS Global Learning Consortium, Inc. 
Nov 2001-How IMS Members are Using IMS Specifications -- PDF Format
	IMS Members Exchange - Ottawa, Ontario, Canada

	23 August 2001
	GIUNTI Interactive Presentation- pdf format

	23 August 2001
	Blackboard Presentation- pdf format

	23 August 2001
	Centra Software Presentation- pdf format

	23 August 2001
	Saba Software Presentation- pdf format

	23 August 2001
	WebCT Presentation- pdf format

	
	

	IMS Members Exchange - Redwood Shores, California, USA

	November 2001
	iLumina Presentation- pdf format


IMS

Global Learning Consortium, Inc.

Course Aims & Objectives

This course will introduce you to

the key specification and standards

activities that make distributed

online learning possible. We will

also discuss how to use standards

to minimise the risks for adopting

online learning.

What You Will Learn

• What makes the IMS specifications

so important to creators

and users of successful, costeffective

online learning content

and systems;

• Which organizations and vendors

are using the IMS specifications

to improve their online

learning products and projects;

• How to minimise the risks of

using or developing distributed

online learning systems and

materials;

• Why, when, where, and how

online learning specifications

and standards are developed.

Who Should Attend

This course is for decision makers

and users in industry and academia

who are responsible for online

learning. It also will help executives

make strategic choices that maximise

the impact and minimise the

risks of adopting distributed online

learning.

Course Content

Part I: Overview

1. From specifications to standards

2. The state-of-the-art in online

standards

3. The IMS specification family

4. The IMS specification development

process

Part II: Specifics

5. IMS, ADL, IEEE and OKI

6. Adopting IMS specifications

7. Minimising risk

8. Conformance & certification

9. Collaborating to succeed

Course Materials

Attendees will receive:

• A detailed workbook containing

all course materials plus supplementary

information;

• A CD containing electronic

course notes plus documentation

packages for all of the

released IMS specifications.

Also oracle on line introductory courses in packaging / lip and

And TYS 1.2 at the learninglab, wolverhampton

