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1 Introduction

The analysis of existing systems will document the technology and processes currently used at USDA for training purposes.  The Department currently supports multiple learning management systems through a number of its Agencies, each maintaining its own organizational structure and technical support.  

The current analysis is used to evaluate the current state of training-related systems and can be used to frame the discussion of the capabilities and services needed to realize the vision of the eLearning initiative.  This document will perform an inventory of the three existing systems and examine the details for each of the three existing systems.

2 Existing Systems Inventory

A number of Agencies currently use one of several online systems for learning management.  The following is a list of systems being used and the Agencies that support these systems.

· Internet Combined Administrative Management System (I-CAMS)

· Natural Resources Conservation Service; 
· Farm Service Agency, including county-based employees;
· Rural Development; and 
· Agricultural Marketing Service. 

· mGen

· Risk Management Agency; and 

· Rural Development.

· Training Integrated Personnel System (TIPS) / Virtual Training Assistant (VTA)
· Forest Service; and 
· Food Safety and Inspection Service.
Each system’s functionality is analyzed in this document based on the functionality of leading eLearning software solutions.  The functionality was defined as a comparison vehicle to understand the strengths and weaknesses of the existing USDA systems.  

The following are the capabilities that were researched:

· Administration of curriculum – Trainers can adjust curriculums for their constituents whether that is an entire Agency or group of individuals or one person;

· Individualized training – Students can select from a set of courses that are intended to provide him/her with a set of skills;

· Registration for training – Students can register for training, either offered online or offline, within the USDA or outside;

· eCommerce/Financial Support – The integration of a learning management system with Department financial systems to centralize the procurement of training;

· Training delivery platforms – The online delivery platforms supported by the management system;

· Content Publishing for online courses - The creation and maintenance of content in a specific eLearning module using a common content management capability;

· Standardized Skills Assessment – A common skills assessment capability;

· Human Resources System Integration – Training can be tracked on an individual's personnel record; and

· Collaboration with other learners – Tools that enable users to collaborate with each other during the learning process.

Overall, Agencies within USDA address only a limited number of these capabilities:

· Very few Agencies maintain a computer-based learning management system;

· No Agency addresses all the functionality listed above, and for Agencies with some of the listed functionality, it is available only on an individual Agency-specific basis without much integration across the Department; and

· The processes addressed in these capabilities are usually handled manually using paper.  

The analysis was made using the 'as used' situation.  The analysis does not include:  

· Options available on the existing system but not used by the agency at present:

· Enhancements under development by the agency using the software; and 

· Enhancements in available new versions but not yet adopted by the agency.

Existing Systems Details

For each of the three existing systems, the following details will be analyzed:

· Contracts;

· Functionality;

· Custom vs. Packaged;

· Scalability;

· Longevity;

· Testing;

· Creator; and

· Maintainer.

2.1 Internet Combined Administrative Management System (I-CAMS)

Various Agencies, including National Resources Conservation Service, Farm Service Agency, Rural Development, and Agricultural Marketing Service have access to I-CAMS.  The system currently provides access to 58,081 registered users.  Over 2,574 courses are listed in the catalogue.  

2.1.1 Existing Contracts

Agencies using I-CAMS are in contract with PeopleSoft for annual maintenance, Unisys Corporation for system support, and the National Information Technology Center for housing and operational support of production server and data-storage.  

2.1.2 Detailed Description of System Functionality

I-CAMS is a web-based integrated human resources information system that allows employees to access employment information from a centralized database maintained by the Human Resources Department.  The system allows employees to view their performance reviews, supervisors to initiate and store performance plans and reviews, and all users to request, process and review training and other self-service functions.  Personnel actions are interfaces to the National Finance Center for payroll purposes.

The I-CAMS system tracks and manages different types of learning, including Web-based, classroom-based, virtual classroom, CBTs, videos, and self-paced learning.  In conjunction with the Human Resources Department, training specialists have access to execute comprehensive personnel and training actions.  The system also provides users advanced certification and training program management.  Customized views tailor the relevant eLearning information for the students, managers, instructors, and training administrators.

The Training Module of I-CAMS has automatic workflow between employee and supervisor and to, as applicable, training officers and training specialists.  There are automatic email reminders to supervisors to check requests and notification to employees for course enrollment and cancellations.   Training administrators may lockout sessions to enrollment as needed during the course enrollment period.  For non-catalog training requests, online evaluation is used upon completion to permit the employee to record completion, rescheduling or substitution of attendees.   

WebCAAF is used as an authentication system to access I*CAMS, online courses and online testing by USDA employees, partner employees and the general public.  

2.1.2.1 Curriculum and System Administration

I-CAMS provides the following administration functions for training administrators:

· Administering courses;

· Enrolling course sessions;

· Establishing course waiting list;

· Creating course auto enrollment;

· Rescheduling of students between sessions;

· Evaluating training;

· Reviewing of training history;

· Recording details about non employees; and 

· Reporting of training information.

2.1.2.2 Individualized Training

The following functionality is provided to trainees through I-CAMS:

· Viewing of the Course Catalog;

· Requesting sessions of courses on the database;

· Requesting courses not on the database; and 

· Tracking of a student profile.

Training Delivery and Content Publishing

NRCS and FSA currently use ToolBook to author web-based learning opportunities and provides capabilities such as pre and post testing and interim use statistics.  I*CAMS has the capability to link to web-based training that has been authored in ToolBook and upon completion provide a feed of course completion to ICAMS for the update of employee’s training history.  ToolBook also populates a SQL Server database to maintain a record of student testing.

2.1.2.3 Standardized Skills Assessment

I-CAMS features the following functions relating to employee performance and skills:

· Initiating and maintaining annual and developmental career plans;

· Creating Performance Plans and Appraisals; 

· Tracking of Skills Information; Education, Honors & Awards, Languages, Licenses/Certificates, 
Memberships, 
Professional Training; and 

· Tracking of Competency Management, including gap analysis that could be utilized if needed.

2.1.2.4 Human Resources and Financial Systems Integration

I-CAMS is the human resources system that is used by the Agencies it supports and is therefore fully integrated.  I-CAMS uses PeopleSoft provided functionality as well as customized functionality required by the County Based Agencies of the USDA.

2.1.2.5 Collaboration Capabilities

The County Based Agencies have not procured a collaboration tool for training activities, but I-CAMS can support the addition of a synchronous learning mechanism. 

Custom vs. Packaged

I-CAMS is both a customized and packaged system.  I-CAMS is based on the PeopleSoft enterprise resource-planning package.  ICAMS uses PeopleSoft provided functionality as well as customized functionality required by the County Based Agencies of the USDA.

I-CAMS has been built with PeopleSoft 8.0, a commercial product designed to integrate Human Resource (HR) functions with that of an LMS.  Additionally, PeopleSoft provides:

· Tracking and management of different types of learning, including Web-based, classroom-based, virtual classroom, CBTs, videos, and self-paced learning;


· Provision to advanced certification and training program management;


· Customized views tailored to the relevant eLearning information for the students, managers, instructors, and training administrators;


· Automatic workflow between employee and supervisor and to, as applicable, training officers and training specialists;


· Automatic email reminders to supervisors to check requests and notification to employees for course enrollment and cancellations;


· Administrators may lockout sessions to enrollment as needed during the course enrollment period;


· Online course evaluation; and 


· Several other “training administration” type functions.

2.1.3 Scalability

PeopleSoft is designed to scale for enterprise-wide usage.

2.1.4 Longevity

I-CAMS is expected to last for at least five years, the required duration of the eLearning initiative.   To enhance the enterprise-wide training of USDA employees, new developments expect to be implemented on a yearly basis or whenever updates become available from PeopleSoft.  

2.1.5 Testing

It is expected that the I-CAMS system has been successfully tested by the vendor and has gone through all the appropriate testing steps.  It is also assumed that the system has been thoroughly tested after Agencies have installed and customized the system.  

2.1.6 System Creator

Using the PeopleSoft application, the County Based Agencies have created I-CAMS.

2.1.7 System Maintainer

USDA employees supported by Unisys and NITC maintain ICAMS.
mGen

The Office of Communications (OC), the Risk Management Agency, the Animal and Plants Health Inspection Services, and the Rural Development Agency currently utilize a packaged learning management system called mGen that also serves as a knowledge management system and distance learning mechanism.  For RMA, 10,000 users have access to the system but only 1,500 can have access the system at one time for a total of fifty courses.  Rural Development has approximately 319 registered users that have access to the fifty plus courses purchased through OC.

USDA utilizes the functionality of mGen in an application service provider model.  The cost model allows the Agencies to pay based on usage.  

2.1.8 Existing Contracts

The Office of Communications, the Risk Management Agency, and the Animal and Plants Health Inspection Services have an ongoing agreement with mGen, York Telecom, and Norwich University, all through the Office of Communication contracting office.  The Rural Development agencies have a one-year contract with mGen also serviced through the Office of Communications.

2.1.9 Detailed Description of System Functionality

The mGen system comprises of four subsystems, including news and information, knowledge communities, knowledge capital management, and learning and content management.  These subsystems enable mGen to facilitate a blended learning environment that can accommodate traditional classroom based learning, e-learning, news and information, and knowledge communities.  

The mGen system has extensive functionality, including:

· Personalized course management for users;

· Customized administrative capabilities to support curriculum management and users;

· Integrated collaboration capabilities;

· Standardized course registration and wait listing;

· Implemented eCommerce capabilities; and

· Incorporated content management.

Course content available from Learn2, SmartForce, NETg, and ElementK can be quickly integrated into the system.  mGen provides built-in content management system, content authoring tools, assessment tools for quizzes and exams, and skills gap analysis.  

2.1.9.1 Curriculum and System Administration

Administration functions allow for flexibility in the creation of administration roles and system reporting based on demographic information from the user base.  When training events and assignments are made, the system allows for the inclusion of learning paths with different options, including the following:

· Collaborative environments;

· Instructors and assistants;

· Open enrollment;

· Wait lists;

· Cost centers;

· User authentication; and 

· Course and transcript environment for each user that shows assigned courses.

2.1.9.2 Individualized Training

mGen has standardized, self-service course registration and wait listing capabilities and personalized course management for users.

2.1.9.3 Training Delivery and Content Publishing

mGen is a true learning management system providing seamless online course delivery of standardized courses.  It launches and tracks Web-based learning and tracks and manages classroom-based training courses.  mGen also provides an LCMS platform capable of personalizing courses to specific user's training needs.  The LCMS includes a full suite of automated tools that include the following functions:

· Drag and drop authoring;

· Network automation including easy course updating/changes and administration,

· Human capital management including skills inventory, gap identification, and certifications; and

· Facility management such as training room availability, and asset management including training costs and related resource costs and tracking testing and evaluations.
2.1.9.4 Standardized Skills Assessment

mGen has many capability management functions, such as skills gap analysis, the ability to import third-party competency models, and the ability to link test questions with competencies.  mGen also allows for the classification of certifications and skills that can be linked to specific job codes and specialties.  This capability includes the ability to search for gaps in skill achievement.

2.1.9.5 Human Resources and Financial Systems Integration

mGen is not currently set up to integrate with any human resources or financial systems.

2.1.9.6 Collaboration Capabilities

The news and information subsystem of mGen allows an organization to author, collaborate on, and distribute internal corporate news.  mGen has significant collaboration capabilities, including:

· Threaded discussion groups;

· Chat;

· Internal email messaging;

· Workgroup collaboration through file sharing; and

· Global broadcast messaging.

While available, the Agencies are not currently utilizing these capabilities.

2.1.10 Custom vs. Packaged

mGen is a packaged solution that has been implemented at USDA without any modifications.

2.1.11 Scalability

According to the Brandon-Hall reports, the mGen system has supported an implementation of 800,000 users.  Although additional analysis and hardware will be required, mGen should be able to support the 100,000 expected users at USDA.

2.1.12 Longevity

mGen is expected to last for at least five years, the required duration of the eLearning initiative.   To enhance the enterprise-wide training of USDA employees, new developments expect to be implemented on a yearly basis or whenever updates become available from mGen.

2.1.13 Testing

It is expected that the mGen systems have been successfully tested by the vendor and have gone through all the appropriate testing steps.  It is also assumed that the systems have been thoroughly tested after Agencies have installed and customized the systems.  

2.1.14 System Creator

mGen created its own system, and it has not been modified for use within USDA.

2.1.15 System Maintainer

mGen performs maintenance on its own systems and makes updates available to USDA, as they are complete.

Training Integrated Personnel System/Virtual Training Assistant

The Forest Service utilizes the Training Integrated Personnel System (TIPS) which combines an off the shelf learning management system, Virtual Training Assistant (VTA) with a custom-based competency management system.  Currently, 12,000 students are registered on the FS system with 8,000 active users and approximately 3,000 courses.  Usage of the system is currently not mandatory.

Food Safety and Inspection Service is utilizing the Virtual Training Assistant (VTA) software platform for tracking only but is not using the full learning management capabilities.  They have 15,000 names, including both active and retired users, in the system, and fifty courses listed in the catalogue available to their users.

2.1.16 Existing Contracts

The Forest Service is in contract with RISC Inc. for their TIPS/VTA systems.   The Food Safety and Inspection Service is utilizing a similar contract with RISC.  RISC has a good reputation in the marketplace for customer service and responsiveness.

2.1.17 Detailed Description of System Functionality

TIPS is comprised of two major pieces: a USDA custom-developed application and Virtual Training Assistant (VTA), a third-party learning management platform.  The first part of the system, which was developed by the Forest Service, provides training assessments, individual competency based development plans, and tracking of accomplished training.  TIPS allows students to evaluate themselves against competencies required for their present position and future positions while completing their individual development plans.  

The second part of the system is off-the-shelf version of the VTA learning management platform purchased from RISC Inc.  This software provides course catalogs and on-line web based course registration.  The Virtual Training Assistant is an older product, originally released in 1992, and it emphasizes certification management and testing functionality.  It focuses on the traditional features of a learning management system, such as administration and the delivery of content.  Keeping with its focus, VTA is missing many of the functionality of newer learning management systems, such as performance management, content development tools, or content management tools.

Curriculum and System Administration

The Forest Service’s system allows administrator to perform the following tasks:

· Create an on-line course catalog that lists all courses or training events offered to students;

· Create training plans for students; 

· Schedule instructor-led classes and manage the enrollment for those classes; 

· Associate self-study courses with Computer Based Training or Web Based Training systems or other on-line delivery mechanisms, including Internet documents;

· Track training history and status for students; and 

· Forecast training needs.

2.1.17.1 Individualized Training

Once an administrator has set up training for the employee, the employee can access training information through the online system. Supervisors or employees can use the system to: 

· Enroll in or cancel from an instructor-led class;

· Perform full-text searches against the on-line course catalog to learn about available training;

· Generate reports showing the student’s training history, schedule or training plan status; and

· Launch web-based training, computer-based training or virtually any electronic document.

The evaluation functionality gives training departments a tool to evaluate the student’s learning experience.  The evaluation tool allows the training departments to perform the following functionality:

· Create an on-line question bank that can deliver randomized tests to students over the Internet or an Intranet;

· Record results of the testing; and 

· Provide class and instructor feedback. 

2.1.17.2 Training Delivery and Content Publishing

VTA provides TIPS with the ability for online training delivery.  However, it does not have learning content management system functionality, such as content creation or content publishing.

2.1.17.3 Standardized Skills Assessment

The present competency-based TIPS system allows students to evaluate themselves against competencies required for their present position and future positions while completing their Individual Development Plan.  Additionally, TIPS allows trainees and supervisors to link training with skills, skills with needed training, and produce reports.  

2.1.17.4 Human Resources and Financial Systems Integration

TIPS does not integrate with Department financial systems, but it does integrate with OPM’s HR Manager to download the competency information it uses.

2.1.17.5 Collaboration Capabilities

TIPS and VTA do not have collaboration capabilities.

2.1.18 Custom vs. Packaged

The Forest Service’s learning management system combines the out of the box functionality of VTA with the custom built functionality of TIPS.  VTA does allow users to customize its naming conventions and rating systems, enable or disable some of its features, and modify its screen layouts.  However, it is not able to customize its learner and administrator interfaces.  

2.1.19 Scalability

The TIPS/VTA system will require significant development time to support the needs of each of the Agencies as the current system has been specifically customized for use within the Forest Service.  Additionally analysis will be necessary to determine if the system would be able to support all 100,000 USDA employees.  According to the Brandon-Hall reports, the largest “behind the firewall” implementation of VTA supports 30,000 users, but in a hosted solution, it has demonstrated success for only 5,000 users.

2.1.20 Longevity

The VTA/TIPS system is expected to last for at least five years, the required duration of the eLearning initiative.   To enhance the enterprise-wide training of USDA employees, new developments expect to be implemented on a yearly basis or whenever updates become available from the vendor.  

2.1.21 Testing

It is expected that the VTA/TIPS system has been successfully tested by the vendor and has gone through all the appropriate testing steps.  It is also assumed that the system has been thoroughly tested after Agencies have installed and customized the system.  

2.1.22 System Creator

The Forest Service worked in partnership with RISC Inc. to create the VTA/TIPS system.  

2.1.23 System Maintainer

The Forest Service and RISC Inc. perform joint maintenance of the VTA/TIPS system.  
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