Considering Community and Open Source:

Decision Frameworks for Selecting Software

As universities contemplate replacing enterprise systems or adding new capabilities, their framework for decision-making must encompass technical, functional, cultural and fiscal realms. Decision making is made even more complex by balancing short-term needs and goals with long-term sustainability questions. Major investments from universities along with seed funding from foundations are producing a host of “open” software applications for use in higher education administration, learning, and scholarship support. With promises of new choices for enterprise applications that are higher education–focused and offer greater control of information technology (IT) environments, open software is sparking interest and potential adoption from institutions worldwide. Simultaneously, the community and open source movements bring  increasing complexity into the buy, build or adopt decision, including a fourth choice, contribute.

How can universities approach these big decisions? UCLA and Stanford, while undertaking decisions about enterprise systems, have developed frameworks that encompass technical and functional considerations, campus readiness, and cost, as well as the desire of the institution to invest in a community. Stanford’s decision to help found the Sakai project offered a case study for the benefits and costs of collaborative development. UCLA’s decision to join an open source community that while strong globally included few U.S. large research universities represented yet another set of key decision points.   Each decision had a different outcome, helping to refine the decision making framework. 

Strategies for decision making in an open source economy include:

· Product evaluation: learning how products work in practice from information sources and through building a network of peers

· Campus engagement: including faculty, students and administrators in the evaluation process 

· Architecture evaluation: identifying the architectural and integration goals of the institution and how will products fit; emerging security, authentication standards; interoperability with middleware and other ERP systems; system administration harmony

· Campus priorities: flexibility and internal control vs. turnkey solution; investment priorities; understanding academic and regulatory requirements; legal position and processes with respect to IP as applied to software code and standards

· Campus IT culture and readiness: experience and sophistication of development processes, interest and familiarity with standards, processes for prioritizing resources across groups that will be involved in deployment, engagement of IT and business owners

· Evaluating the possibility of success: business knowledge and technical skills of existing staff, vendor vs. internal integration

· Talking to internal and external colleagues: upward, outward and downward communication

Project web sites:

http://coursework-pilot.stanford.edu

http://www.oit.ucla.edu/ccle

