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6. Competition and choice

6.

6.2

6.3

6.4

6.9

We set out here our comments on market developments since the
publication of the interim report. We describe briefly the nature of the
industry consultations we have held and the key issues emanating from
those consultations.

We outline an enhanced programme of work to drive forward the agenda of
competition and choice in the educational ICT marketplace. We also update
our recommendations for choice on the desktop, and address some issues in
relation to the uptake of non-proprietary software in schools.

Market developments

There have been some developments in relation to the availability of operating
systems and office productivity software since the publication of our interim
report. These developments include:

e further enhancement of the online Google Apps product set, including the
availability of presentation software

e the incorporation of Star Office into the free download Google Pack
e the release by IBM of a new free version of Lotus Symphony

e the announcement of the Microsoft Student Innovation Suite (the ‘$3
desktop’) incorporating Microsoft Office 2007

* an increasing availability of systems targeted at the home using a Linux-
based operating system and Linux-based applications

e the emergence of low-cost innovative ‘mini-notebooks’ which - while
capable of running Microsoft Windows - have also been brought to the
market running a version of Linux and a range of Linux-based applications,
including OpenOffice.org

Competition concerns

These developments indicate an increasing number of competitor products in
the office productivity area, and that innovative systems based on alternatives
to Windows are now starting to emerge.

However, if such innovations are to flourish in the education marketplace, it
needs to operate in the absence of barriers to competition — whether licensing
restrictions or interoperability impediments. Thus, for example, Becta
considers arrangements whereby a device based on Linux attracts annual
payments to Microsoft under its School Agreement licensing model, despite
the fact that the device is not actually running any Microsoft software, to be
unacceptable. Such arrangements fall within the scope of our current OFT
complaint.
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We indicated earlier the strategic steps we have taken to prevent the
introduction of open file formats from having the effect of impeding,
as opposed to facilitating, the uptake of competitor products.

Industry consultations

As part of the follow-up to our interim reports on Vista and Office 2007 and
on Microsoft's academic licensing arrangements, we engaged in a series of
consultation meetings with educational and commercial stakeholders to
explore with them the issues identified in those reports.

The key issues we explored with the industry stakeholders were:

what practical steps to take to improve the availability and choice of office
and operating-system products to schools

the provision of support for these products for schools

the impact of mixed economies of operating system and productivity
products in schools

the costs of deploying Vista and Office 2007 in the school estate

the methods of licensing educational products to schools
The key messages emanating from the consultation were as follows:

e the supply side considers itself well placed to offer choice on the desktop in
relation to office productivity software, provided that it is a user or a Becta-
driven requirement

e the cost implications of that choice are not considered to be significant

* unlike other sectors where demand for open-source solutions was visible
and increasing, demand in the education sector was generally estimated as
low, with Becta regarded as key to establishing demand

Those consulted felt that there was more that Becta could do to facilitate
choice. Key priorities were the need for Becta to:

* be rigorous about adopting and driving forward supplier-independent
standards

* be alert to the bundling of products in the marketplace as this could hinder
take-up of competitor products or alternative technologies such as web-
based delivery of solutions

e communicate more examples of the successful deployment of open source
in the education system
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» work to ensure that as wide a range of technology solutions as possible are
being offered under BSF, and that impediments to the use of open-source
solutions in the programme are addressed whenever possible

Enhancing choice

6.11  During the next twelve months Becta will take a number of steps to encourage
more effective choices for educational users. The work will involve delivering a
programme of work designed to:

* improve the information on Becta's website about what open-source
software is and its benefits to UK education

* build on the existing research base in relation to the use of open-source
solutions in the education sector and identify exemplar deployments of open
source. This would include developing a national picture of the current use
of open-source software in schools and colleges

e work with the open-source community to develop an online catalogue of
open-source software suitable for use in UK schools. The information
available would include how to get support for open-source products and
how to contribute to their future development. The catalogue would be
published under a creative commons licence so that suppliers could
repurpose it for their own use

* give guidance on how open-source companies can effectively participate in
new framework competitions and how they can provide open-source
solutions via Becta's existing framework suppliers

e work with Partnership for Schools to address any impediments in relation
to the use of as wide a range of technologies as possible in BSF, and to
encourage easier access by learners, teachers and parents to a wide range
of free-to-use educational ICT products via BSF

Addressing issues of mind set

6.12  Some schools and colleges take the view that they need to use a specific
proprietary software product because that product is widely used in industry
and commerce, and, the argument goes, students need to be familiar with
what is in the ‘real world". There are certainly some cases where this
argument can be justified. For example in vocational courses with a specific
industry focus where a small number of applications are widely used in that
particular industry, it can be important for students to be familiar with those
specific applications.
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However, students today are usually highly ICT literate, and are likely to use a
wide range of ICT software in school or college - possibly even a wider range
at home. They can also happily switch from using computers at school to
those at home or in the local library or internet café. They would be very
unlikely to be incapable of using a particular version of an office productivity
suite when they left school because they had become used to using (say)
OpenOffice.org at school.

In summary, the ‘familiarity” argument is more suited to pupils of the 1980s
and 1990s than to those of the 21st century. Indeed it would be a poor
testament to today’s ICT education if, on leaving formal education, young
people were unable to use a basic software package [such as office
productivity software or a web browser] just because it had some differences
in functionality, or in its user interface, from the one they had used at school
or college. Multi-vendor skill sets should enhance employability in the 21st
century, not limit it.

Recognising this fact and that an increasing number of functionally capable
office productivity packages are becoming available on a free-to-education
basis, schools and colleges should ensure that students know how to access
such software and how to use it.

Recommendations

Whenever possible, schools and colleges should ensure that students,
teachers and parents are aware of the range of ‘free-to-use’ office
productivity suites that are available and how to access and use them.

Schools and colleges should configure their office-productivity systems in
such a way that they do not place impediments in the way of learners,
teachers and parents who use alternative products (including ‘free-to-use’
products) at home.

In our interim report we were clear that industry could play a part in facilitating
greater choice in relation to office productivity software. Our recommendations
included the following:

Educational ICT suppliers should seek to facilitate choice to schools, ensuring
that computers for this market are shipped with a choice of Office productivity
suites on the desktop. Ideally this choice should include an open-source offering.
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6.17  Our consultations with industry lead us to conclude that there are no
significant reasons why our recommendations for choice on the desktop
cannot easily be met.

We are aware that during 2007 some schools and colleges have deployed trial
versions of Office 2007 software, leading to confusion at the end of the trial
period over whether or not schools and colleges or indeed parents (when
students try to use such files at home)

have to buy the proprietary product.

Recommendations

The ICT industry should be pro-active in configuring the products they ship
to schools and colleges to allow easy access to a ‘free-to-use’ office
productivity application - ideally one that is open source.

When specifying new systems, schools and colleges should normally insist
on the desktop having access to office productivity software that is capable
of opening, editing and saving documents in the international standard ODF,
and setting it as the default file format. Such products should be procured on
the basis that they can be made available to students, teachers and parents
for home use without attracting additional licensing costs.

Schools and colleges should exercise caution in their use of trial versions
of commercial software - particularly where students, parents or teachers
may feel that the only way to access the files generated is to buy a copy of
the software.
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Appendix

The Oakleigh-recommended ‘Vista-sensible’ PC

The following Vista-sensible” specification was based on Oakleigh's
knowledge and belief. Oakleigh have confirmed that this specification has
not been subject to any validation.

Becta and Oakleigh would recommend that, before investing in any new
hardware, schools and colleges insist on thorough evaluation and testing
of any specifications in order to determine their suitability for purpose.

Technical specification
* 1GHz 32-bit (x86) or 64-bit (x64) processor

While Windows Vista will run on a slower processor, performance would be
a limiting factor to the usefulness of the machine.

* 1GB of system memory

While Windows Vista will run with 512MB memory, use with more than one
application simultaneously would result in a performance hit owing to hard-
disk swap-file activity.

* hard drive with 15GB free space

Windows Vista with Office 2007 occupies approximately 9GB of space, so the
threshold for hard-disk space beyond this limit will depend on the application
and data storage requirements of the particular machine.

* a DirectX 9 graphics processor that is capable of providing SVGA (800x600)

As stated in our original report, we do not consider that Windows Aero
Graphics offers enough benefit to justify the cost of upgrading a graphics
processor. As long as the graphics processor is supported by Windows Vista
and can offer resolution of at least 800x600 (and preferably 1024x768) at 32-bit
colour, this should be adequate for most applications.

* internet access capability

Windows Vista makes extensive use of the internet. In addition to the
Windows Update security and maintenance features, registration is greatly
simplified by online access. Help files are kept up to date online and many
application vendors are now using the internet to supply patches and feature
upgrades. While the operating system could function in a non-connected
environment, we recommend an internet connection as highly desirable for
a Windows Vista machine.
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