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As many colleges and universities address learning 

management systems that no longer meet the evolving 

needs of their institutions and their constituents, it 

makes sense to consider a framework that goes 

beyond the scope of the LMS. A Learning 

Management Platform should deliver an open, 

extensible learning ecosystem that allows schools to 

build the digital learning environment that solves the 

unique challenges they face. But before committing to 

a new learning management platform, colleges and 

universities have some serious homework to do. 

Ensuring that a prospective platform aligns with 

institutional goals, technology infrastructure, and the 

requirements of an entire learning community—from 

faculty and administrators to traditional and 

non-traditional learners alike—will increase the 

likelihood of a successful implementation, and 

ultimately, elevate teaching and learning. On the other 

hand, a hastily chosen learning management platform 

may inhibit technology adoption, fragment users, 

restrict further integration, and diminish your return on 

investment.

The Higher Education Guide 
To Choosing A Learning 
Management Platform

Drawing on the experiences of higher education 

institutions, this buyer’s guide summarizes key 

considerations for choosing a platform. It provides 

recommendations for understanding how a platform 

works, and for engaging with a vendor to learn how 

the company’s products, services, and vision will 

translate into teaching and learning success for users. 

Finally, it serves as a hands-on resource for 

developing a comprehensive learning management 

platform evaluation built on consensus and organized 

with a timeline.
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The right learning management platform can take the 

simplification of teaching and learning to a new level. 

By starting with precisely the tools you need and none 

that you don’t, the right platform starts simple but 

leaves room to grow alongside your institution. 

Learning management platforms provide seamless 

integration with tools that increase student 

engagement, such as interactive video learning, 

ePortfolios, insightful analytics, communication and 

collaboration tools, and of course a full-featured LMS. 

Administrators, faculty, and students need no longer 

su�er through the hodgepodge of disjointed teaching 

and learning tools. The benefits of an intuitive, 

consistent, robust, and familiar learning experience 

can not only span stages of learning (think K-20), but 

individual products as well.

1.  LEARNING MANAGEMENT 
PLATFORMS -  A NEW APPROACH

“Canvas allows faculty and 
students to have the kind of 
dynamic learning environment they 
deserve. It touches squarely on 
everything we do… It was one of 
the best decisions we’ve made.”

Becky Vasquez, Vice President and Chief Information O�cer,
Embry-Riddle University 
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ILLUSTRATION

The Canvas Learning Management Platform delivers 

an open, extensible learning ecosystem that allows 

schools to build the digital learning environment that 

meets the unique challenges faced by their institution. 

Canvas simplifies teaching, elevates learning and 

eliminates the headaches of supporting and growing 

traditional learning technologies. Canvas is made up of 

a powerful set of highly integrated learning products 

that allow institutions to get all of the functionality they 

need and none that they don’t. And through open APIs 

and our adherence to LTI standards, Canvas provides 

easy integration with a network of over 300 education 

technology partners to support your digital campus 

today and well into the future. 



“[Instructure] was a true 
partnership. We had them with us 
the entire time that we did the 
transition. They asked us good 
questions, we asked them good 
questions, we had answers for 
each other. And I really felt like 
we were in it together.”

Matt Palladinetti, Director of Instructional Systems, 
Temple University

Higher education leaders who have successfully 

chosen, implemented, and supported a learning 

management platform recommend that institutions 

begin by evaluating platforms based on how well that 

technology supports their institutional goals. For 

example, if a district plans to launch an ePortfolio 

initiative that enables students to reflect on 

achievements and curate their work to share with 

future employers, its platform evaluation team should 

determine whether ePortfolio functionality is provided, 

whether ePortfolios can be shared publicly and 

accessed beyond graduation, and whether the 

functionality is included as a standard feature or will 

cost an additional fee. Doing so will help the 

evaluation team focus on meaningful outcomes and 

avoid the common trap of creating extensive—but 

aimless—features checklists.

2. MATCH LEARNING MANAGEMENT 
PLATFORM GOALS TO YOUR 
INSTITUTIONAL GOALS



The Canvas Learning Management Platform consists of:

  

 

From engaging young learners through their mobile 

devices with the best mobile experience available 

from any LMS provider, to support for outcomes-based 

learning and pathways to empower teachers and 

foster innovation in their classrooms, to deliver 

interactive video that drives unprecedented 

engagement, the Canvas Learning Management 

Platform sets your institution up for success. Everything 

else is just an LMS.    

Portfolium The Portfolium eportfolio 

simplifies the assessment of student 

learning, proves institutional value by showcasing 

evidence of learning, and keeps students engaged 

along pathways that ultimately prepare them for 

their career.

Canvas LMS A fully SaaS learning 

environment that streamlines interaction 

and builds strong relationships between teachers 

and students, whether in the physical, blended or 

fully online classroom.

Canvas Studio The next-generation 

video learning platform that turns 

one-way, passive video into inclusive, engaging, 

productive classroom discussions.

Canvas Catalog A simple, modern, and 

e�ective way to promote your courses 

and push your brand to new eyes.

Canvas Practice Engages learners in a 

continuous cycle of deliberate practice, 

peer feedback, and expert coaching to create an 

environment where teachers and institutions 

grow together.

MasteryConnect MasteryConnect 

enables data-driven instruction and 

personalized learning through formative (in-class) 

and interim assessments, and curriculum 

planning/sequencing tools.

While a learning management platform can and should 

be instrumental in supporting institutional goals, its 

primary function is to improve teaching and learning. 

To fully realize the possibilities of modern learning 

technology, an evaluation team should consider how a 

platform can streamline workflows, increase access 

and flexibility, and enable more engaging learning 

experiences. This means developing platform 

requirements based not only on existing processes 

and programs, but on looking down the road at 

innovative delivery of hybrid and fully online courses, 

integration with video and future media tools, more 

personalized learning, etc. Anticipating your future 

needs helps create a technology foundation that will 

support the institution now and well down the road.  

Just as learning has evolved from the traditional 

in-classroom, brick and mortar experience to a 

technology-assisted blended, and fully online 

experience, Canvas has evolved beyond the 

boundaries of an LMS to become a robust learning 

management platform. With tools to solutions to 

support every aspect of teaching and learning, Canvas 

allows you to focus on the activities at the heart of 

education, without having to worry about complex and 

outdated integrations with your traditional LMS. 

3. REIMAGINE TEACHING AND 
LEARNING



From it’s very inception, Canvas was developed with the 

input and contribution of teachers and learners to 

provide an online course experience like no other. 

While some vendors talk about listening to their 

customers as if it were a novel new concept, at 

Instructure it’s in our DNA. In addition to supporting the 

most active community in education, Canvas Community 

with nearly 500,000 members, Instructure has 

developed a suite of free o�erings to engage with and 

support Canvas customers throughout their journey. 

From Canvas Commons, a massive library of learning 

objects to help instructors build courses, to an open 

collection of nearly 400 LTI Apps in the EduAppCenter, 

to our annual InstructureCon and regional CanvasCon 

events, no other learning technology provider is more 

committed to listening to our community members.   

Choosing a learning management platform that meets 

the needs of a diverse learning community requires 

knowledge of users’ experience with current or past 

systems and an understanding of their expectations for 

a new platform. The evaluation team should seek input 

from users of the legacy platform, as well as those 

slated to use the new platform. Fear of change can be 

a barrier to adopting new technology, and making 

stakeholders feel heard can help mitigate that fear. A 

simple survey can collect feedback about what has 

worked, what hasn’t, and what each user group hopes 

to accomplish with the new platform. In addition to 

helping the evaluation team develop criteria for 

appraising a new platform, survey responses may also 

cover insight about why current platforms have been 

rejected by users or have not met institutional needs. 

This information will help schools and districts identify 

factors that may be critical in creating an environment 

of support and adoption of a new platform.

4. UNDERSTAND WHAT USERS NEED 
AND WANT



“We found an LMS that worked for us, 

and we transitioned the entire 

community college system in less than 

one semester. We went from using 

two LMSs to one that was 

comprehensive and consistent, with 

uniformity across the board.”

Krista M. LeBrun, PhD, Assistant Executive Director for
eLearning and Instructional Technology, 
Mississippi Community College Board

Just as learning has evolved from the traditional 

in-classroom, brick and mortar experience to a 

technology-assisted blended and fully online 

experience, learning has become a life-long journey. 

From engaging young learners through the mobile 

devices where they spend their time, to outcomes 

based learning and pathways to develop skills outside 

of traditional degree programs, to workers upskilling to 

gain promotions or switch career paths, we’re truly 

never done learning. At Instructure, our goal is to 

support teachers and learners at every stage of the 

journey with intuitive, robust, reliable technology. To 

help those that want to learn, engage with those with 

the knowledge to teach, and to get out of the way.  

Canvas leverages open API and LTI integrations to 

deliver an open, extensible learning management 

platform. This allows you to leverage internal 

resources, Instructure services and support from the 

vibrant Canvas Community to continue to innovate and 

evolve as your organization grows. At Instructure, our 

mission is to help people grow from the first day of 

school to the last day of work. 

A platform evaluation team cannot a�ord (literally) to 

overlook the potential impacts of teaching and 

learning initiatives, changing infrastructure, or new 

legislation on future technology needs and usage. In 

addition to reviewing an institution’s existing strategic 

plan that accounts for known factors, the evaluation 

team should consider assembling department leaders 

to discuss how unforeseen circumstances, such as 

dramatic changes in enrollment, sta�ng, or funding, 

may shift platform priorities. Additionally, evaluators 

should consider how external developments, such as 

new apps, websites, tech initiatives, or teaching 

methods, will integrate with a prospective learning 

management platform. Does the platform provide an 

open application program interface, or API, which 

supports interactions and interconnections with 

third-party tools? Does the vendor do its part to 

ensure system interoperability and extensibility by 

remaining certified with industry common standards 

such as LTI Advantage? These considerations will 

help colleges and universities choose a platform that 

can adapt, scale, and stay relevant.

5. SCALING FOR THE FUTURE



If faculty and students perceive that the platform is 

unreliable, platform adoption may su�er. If they fear 

outages, slow response times, or the loss of critical 

data, they will be less likely to trust the platform to 

provide a secure place to store information, deliver 

key exams, or to manage assignment submissions. A 

platform evaluation team should focus both on a 

platform vendor’s hosting method and the level of 

uptime guaranteed by the service level agreement. An 

uptime guarantee of 99.9 percent, with little or no 

exceptions for maintenance or service pack 

installations, is possible. This guarantee instills 

confidence in a learning management platform and 

empower more teachers and students to engage with 

the technology.

6. DEMAND SECURITY AND 
RELIABILITY

Promising uptime is one thing, delivering on those 

promises is another. For some LMS vendors, paying 

out in missed reliability is cheaper than telling the 

truth. Before choosing an LMS, ask for evidence of 

uptime. Talk to other customers and search online to 

hear other unfiltered, first hand experiences. Find out 

about maintenance outages and downtime for 

upgrades, and confirm that ensure your vendor works 

with a third party to conduct regular security audits 

and to ensure the safety of your institution’s data. 

Canvas was born in the cloud and, native SaaS from 

the start, and we’ve stayed true to our promise of 

delivering 99.99% uptime.  

“We decided to go to a cloud-based LMS, and Amazon Web 

Services is a big deal. Previously when we had problems, 

our downtimes extended into hours, even a whole day. 

Response time went out the window. That doesn’t happen 

with Canvas.”

Becky Vasquez, Vice President and Chief Information O�cer,
Embry-Riddle University 



It’s important to choose a platform that supports the 

data-enabled decision making needs of your institution 

today and as those needs evolve. Whether it’s 

empowering teachers with real-time course analytics, 

or building robust dashboards to report on the health 

of individual departments or the organization as a 

whole, data is key to the success of your students and 

organization. Some systems o�er a small set of 

out-of-the-box reports and visualizations while limiting 

your access to the raw data needed to develop truly 

insightful analytics. Choosing a platform that allows you 

robust access to data will allow you to combine 

multiple data sets from systems across your institution 

to deliver deeper and more powerful insights. This 

focus on openness will have far reaching benefits and 

is often overlooked in the decision making process 

until it’s too late.

While some learning technologies limit your access to 

your campus’ own data, Canvas delivers powerful 

course level analytics and ensures the most robust 

access to data of any learning management provider. 

7. FREE YOUR DATA Canvas Data provides institutions with access to key 

data points from their Canvas instance, in a format 

optimized for query and analysis. Using Canvas Data, 

institutions can easily and quickly build reporting and 

dashboarding around usage of Canvas at their 

institution, conduct research into institutional and 

instructional e�ectiveness, etc. Canvas Data is 

provided at no cost for all customers, and includes 

daily exports delivered via flat files and an API. Canvas 

data works seamlessly with the most commonly 

adopted Business Intelligence (BI) tools.

In the 21st century, the learning management platform 

is a vital part of the educational ecosystem, making the 

platform vendor a vital partner. Beyond evaluating the 

technology itself, institutions should gauge a vendor’s 

willingness to develop a long-term partnership that is 

responsive, supportive, and collaborative. Peer 

institutions may provide valuable insight about how a 

vendor connects, collaborates, and creates 

community, as well as how it responds when things go 

wrong. Additionally, the evaluation team should focus 

on a vendor’s willingness and ability to provide upfront 

pricing. Because many platform vendors price their 

products, support and  services a la carte (a key 

aspect behind the customizability of a platform), the 

evaluation team should request cost proposals that 

include every tool or feature described in an RFP 

response, as well as the required services and support 

levels that meet the institutions needs. This allows 

evaluators to accurately determine the total cost of 

ownership and to assess a vendor’s level of openness.

8. CHOOSE A PARTNER NOT JUST A 
VENDOR



Instructure is more than a software vendor, we’re a 

technology partner dedicated to the success of your 

institution throughout your technology lifecycle. When 

you select Canvas, you are not only selecting the most 

open and easy-to-use learning technology on the 

market: you are selecting Instructure, a trusted partner 

that has delivered over 4,000 successful 

implementations globally. 

Ready to work with you every step of the way, Canvas 

o�ers more support for your learning technology 

rollout and user adoption strategy than any other 

provider. We’ve helped thousands of schools and can 

customize our services to help you reach your goals. 

With our in-house experts, you’ll have the support you 

need to set your strategy in motion, launch your LMS 

initiative, engage your users, and innovate where it 

matters most. 

“It’s reassuring to know that Instructure has 

our back and is there to help. We became 

acutely aware of how responsive and 

willing Canvas was to be of assistance 

when we needed it. Our questions have 

been answered without dancing around 

the issues. We were quite pleased 

throughout the process of adoption, 

migration, and implementation.”

Paige Flanagan, Hampden-Sydney College

A vendor’s “sandbox” environment provides a virtual 

reality where schools and districts can put a learning 

management platform to the test. In addition to 

validating functionality based on formal criteria, an 

evaluation team can request sandbox access for the 

entire learning community, enabling hands-on 

experience through facilitated group workshops or 

through individual user sessions. This allows 

administrators, students, teachers, and other types of 

users to walk through day-to-day platform activities 

and to simulate real-world scenarios specific to their 

roles. Workshop facilitators can guide users through 

specific workflows and features to highlight what is 

unique about the platform. The evaluation team can 

document user experience by asking users to rate 

features and usability based on what is most important 

to them.

9. TEST PERFORMANCE AND 
CAPABILITY



If selecting a new learning management platform 

requires you to start from the ground up with your 

educational content then you’re essentially starting 

from scratch. Ensure that the partner you choose has 

a proven track record of migrating content from your 

legacy system to their platform. Some vendors have 

well-tested migration paths and services to support 

those e�orts, making the transition as seamless as 

possible for admins and faculty alike. Make sure you 

aren’t footing the bill for your vendor to develop 

these competencies.    

At Instructure, as the #1 learning management 

platform, we’ve complete thousands of migrations 

from legacy LMS tools, more than any other learning 

management provider. We o�er di�erent options to 

support the varying needs of our customers. Bulk 

Migration solves an institution’s need to quickly and 

e�ciently move content from a legacy system into 

Canvas. Our proprietary migration software is 

compatible with many other LMS platforms and will 

process extremely large courses, as well as a high 

volume of course imports in a short amount of time. 

White Glove Migration solves an institution’s need to 

quickly and e�ciently move content from a legacy 

system into Canvas. Course materials will be recreated 

when needed, to better align with the features 

available in Canvas. The White Glove treatment aims 

to provide ready to use course content that saves time 

for both faculty and admins. In short, Instructure has a 

proven track record of ensuring success. 

10.  PROVEN MIGRATION STRATEGY

“We had a very good plan for our 

transition to Canvas, but in the end it 

really depended on Canvas coming 

through as an LMS that could quickly 

hit the ground running with us. And 

that's exactly what it did. Now that 

we're with Canvas, we can really be 

the university we've always wanted 

to be.”

Scott Hines, Director of Academic Technology 
and University Librarian, 
Palo Alto University

As the only learning management platform designed 

from the start as a fully SaaS solution, Canvas was built 

to deliver the best possible end-user experience along 

with unparalleled reliability and security. The Canvas 

architecture is a single instance, multi-tenant system 

designed to scale to tens of millions of users using 

Amazon Web Services. Instructure continually monitors 

usage, system health, and security of Canvas using a 

combination of internal and external monitoring 

systems for maximum coverage. And Canvas's built-in 

disaster recovery with multiple geographic 

redundancies means that there is no "one" database to 

cause disruption. When it comes to delivering a 

reliable, delightful experience for teachers and 

learners, there is no comparison for Canvas. 



Our Education Services team at Instructure consists of 

change management practitioners who are 

experienced in setting our clients up for success.  

Utilizing Instructure’s own change management model, 

clients receive the plans, timelines and resources 

needed to create e�ective communication, relevant 

training and quality support for their users. Through 

webinars, change management planning templates, 

on-site consultations and comprehensive plans, we 

help ensure roll out our solutions to your schools, 

institutions and sta�. While many of our competitors 

o�er consulting services to assist with adoption and 

engagement, no one approaches this need from a 

formal change management perspective nor do they 

have their own methodology with specific deliverables 

the way Instructure does. Change is hard and 

implementing new software can be overwhelming, but 

our experienced team is by your side. 

11.  ORGANIZE WITH A TIMELINE, BUILD 
WITH CROSS FUNCTIONAL TEAMS

Establishing a timeline at the beginning of a platform 

evaluation process can seem relatively simple; 

adhering to that timeline, however, can be challenging. 

More than half of institutions that propose a date for 

platform implementation at the start of a platform 

evaluation process fail to meet their own deadlines. 

Minor setbacks that frequently occur near the end of 

the evaluation process, such as personnel changes or 

the need for unexpected approvals, can result in 

rushed implementations—or worse, project delays 

lasting months or even years. An evaluation team can’t 

predict the unexpected, but it can build a go-live 

platform timeline that balances internal needs and 

expectations with the reality of internal and external 

(vendor) capabilities.

“The support that we got from 

[Instructure] throughout the migration 

and installation process was really 

good. It was very close support, a lot 

of collaboration, and we thought it 

was critical in helping us have a 

smooth rollout for the system.”

Bill Jones, Director of Instructional Technology 
and Information Management, 
Eastern Michigan University



Instructure is with you at every step

Vision Before you’ve made a technology decision, the 

experienced Instructure team will work with you to 

articulate a clear vision around Canvas, and your 

ed-tech ecosystem, connecting to your overarching 

teaching and learning goals. The vision will help you 

establish measurable goals and milestones to ensure 

your success. 

Strategy A well defined launch strategy is critical to 

the success of any technology initiative. We’ll guide 

you through project planning, technical configuration, 

content migration, content creation and setting 

milestones for usage and adoption. 

Launch The Instructure team has completed more 

launches and successful migrations from existing LMS 

solutions than any other educational technology 

provider. We have the experience and insight to 

ensure a successful technical implementation and 

integration across your institution. 

Engage Our experience and insight gained from 

thousands of roll-outs will ensure deep and consistent 

end-user adoption through change management, 

content strategy, professional development, and more. 

Need sta� augmentation? We have the resources! 

Want us to do it for you? We’ve got you covered! 

Innovate Canvas leverages open API and LTI 

integrations to deliver an open, extensible learning 

management platform. This allows you to leverage 

internal resources, Instructure services and support 

from the vibrant Canvas Community to continue to 

innovate and evolve as your organisation grows. 

Don’t go it alone Instructure’s Customer Success team 

is dedicated to providing Canvas client institutions with 

the highest levels of customer service and access to 

all of the corporate expertise, resources, and services 

that they need to succeed.

12.  CONSIDERATIONS FOR DEVELOPING 
AN EFFECTIVE PLATFORM EVALUATION 
TIMELINE

Creating a complete project plan with date-based 

milestones will allow institutions to work backwards 

from the go-live date. The plan should outline each step 

in the evaluation process, including due dates and 

decision-makers responsible for overseeing each 

activity or providing final approval. Involving key 

administrators and platform users in the creation of a 

project plan helps ensure that everyone’s needs and 

expectations are addressed early on in the process, 

which decreases the potential for setbacks. Sharing the 

timeline with platform vendors helps communicate 

objectives and provides an opportunity to understand 

their implementation process and timelines.

INNOVATE STRATEGY

ENGAGE LAUNCH

VIS ION



The learning management platform stands at the center of a modern 

educational ecosystem. Achieving meaningful, long-term results requires 

much more than a financial investment. The platform evaluation provides 

an opportunity for schools and districts to invest in their own best 

interests by reflecting on how users’ needs and institutional goals 

intersect with platform o�erings. This will help ensure that the platform 

chosen will meet the unique needs of aninstitution’s learning community 

today, and improve teaching and learning for the future.

SUMMARY
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