


ach year sees billions of dollars
invested in the purchase of formal
learning content, learning
management systems and authoring

tools. A significant portion of that money is
devoted to ensuring that those different
technologies simply work together. This is
often based on technology standards that
were not designed for today’s enterprises. 

For instance, SCORM’s picture of learning
management doesn’t even address what
organisations do with informal learning.
That is to say, most organisations end up
with black hole-like informal learning
strategies with a nebulous result that
“people learn stuff”.

Going back to 2009 and the origins of the

Experience API (aka Tin Can, aka xAPI),
existing learning technology specifications
and standards didn’t touch informal
learning. Some specs were easier to work
with than others, but they forced people to
adopt an all-or-nothing approach when
using them. This locked organisations into
long-term relationships with legacy systems,
because the cost of migrating data and/or
content into new systems was too high.

With this in mind, let’s talk about the
Experience API and its original intention. How
it touches those problems and what it really
takes to make these big dreams a reality.

MAKING DATA INTEROPERABLE

With the Experience API, a main focus was

to ensure that any system generating data
about a person’s activity used a common
format and structure. This may be
technological mumbo-jumbo for many
readers. But the fact that Experience API
nails down that people are to use JSON,
and use JSON with a specific format for
how systems should describe an actor (the
person or persons performing an activity)
and the activity they’re doing (the specific
action, or verb, being performed and the
object on which it’s being performed) is
intentional. Any system using the spec can
understand this structure and therefore
understand to whom, and to what activities,
are being referenced.

With this format in use, any system or tool
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using the spec can share sets of
information; even if uniquely tracked within
its own environment. Many enterprise
systems already track activity without using
the Experience API. That data can also be
fairly easily converted for use by other
Experience API-ready tools.

This common format helps overcome a
huge obstacle in the path towards
innovations in learning services: any system
or tool you may use now, that uses the
specification, can be replaced, added-to or
removed and the data that’s already out
there remains valid. In other words, by
having a specification with significant
adoption that enforces how data has to be
structured, organisations are no longer
locked into the tools and systems used
today – thus future proofing the services
your learning organisation offers, being
freed of the direct ties to any specific tool
or technology, and instead focusing in a
very designed way on what services it
provides to the rest of an enterprise.

MAKING DATA FLOW

Inside a given organisation, an employee
may interact with any number of tools. The
fact that they can stand alone and share
data with each other makes it possible to
tailor a learning experience based on the
data about that person; and to augment
their performance on a given task based on
multiple perspectives into how the
employee performs within a specific
context. SCORM, AICC and even IMS LTI rely
on all this information flowing back to a
Learning Management System. With the
Experience API, there can be multiple
learning record stores that help to expose
data within different systems

This is why a learning record store is
described as a set of functionality in the
spec, and not as a distinct system in and of
itself. It is intended (but not required) to
partner with current and future enterprise
systems. In fact, while the formatting of the
data is vital for interoperability, much of the
specification is devoted to describing the
different services a learning record store
must provide because the exchange and
flow of data is so critical to the intention
behind this specification. You can read more
about those services here
http://tincanapi.com/building-a-learning-
record-store/

MAKING SENSE OF THE DATA

There’s a great quote by William Gibson:
“The future is already here – it's just not
very evenly distributed.” This absolutely
applies to the Experience API, which builds
on principles and ideas that have been
researched and studied for decades. When
applied to a variety of cases, it became

evident that a data format to describe a
sentence as simple as ‘I did this’ could be
used to express many forms of data in both
human readable and machine-usable ways.

So what is needed? With so much thought
going into the design of the Experience API,
there’s still work to be done in the realm of
technology and establishing practices to
unify data across learning experiences.

Code Libraries

If we want to avoid the same traps that
befell adopters of SCORM for the last 15
years, it would help adopters of the
Experience API to have everyone
contributing to, and developing from, the
same code libraries. The fact that so much
open source development is available speaks
to the power the community. If the
community would unite around specific
libraries for particular purposes instead of
simultaneously developing competing
frameworks, we’d all be better off long term.
People who need that functionality would
benefit from the same common pieces of
code, iteratively improved as needed. Using
common code files helps to ensure that
interpretations of the specification become
standardised by default.

Validators

While the few learning record stores (LRSs)
currently on the market do some validation,
and there are online standalone tools to
checks for properly formatted data,
interoperability would benefit from
increasingly stronger validation of Experience
API data integrated within systems. As well as
the validation needed just for the format of
the data, organisations would also benefit
greatly from checks to ensure the data is
coming from a credible source.

Conformance Tests

There are about 40 printed pages of
instructions guiding how systems should
implement the Experience API. That’s pretty
straightforward for a specification. However,
without conformance tests to help vendors
develop products that meet rigorous
standards that can be understood by all,
organisations risk making decisions on
adopting tools with expectations that
vendors can’t live up to. Conformance
testing ensures that systems are
consistently conforming to the specification. 

Adoption

With enough LRSs and enough tools
generating statements, we will have an
established infrastructure making the
Experience API both valuable and
increasingly stable. This is why an LRS
describes a specific set of functionality – it’s
not necessarily a product in itself, but more
systems need to implement/integrate

learning record stores to be able to
effectively store and share data.

Registries

The specification makes it clear that anyone
can create activity statements that are
unique to their context. The use of registries
is a powerful practice that makes it possible
to organise the data, making use of
common libraries of verbs, activities, activity
types and extensions. One good example is
this Registry http://registry.tincanapi.com 

Profiles

Profiles are commonly agreed-to structures
for specific activities, which guide how the
Experience API should be used in a defined
situation. For example, medical schools as a
community of common practice might
agree that certain statements are
meaningful in a given context. Their
collective documentation of a profile for
Experience API would help tools to be more
‘plug and play’ within their environment.

Security

The Experience API was designed with the
intent of making it possible for individuals
to own their own data. How that will work
remains to be defined. But it’s important to
take steps to further secure people’s data
within this new world. Solidifying common
authentication mechanisms for people to
have agency in the various systems would
help individuals know what activities may
track information about themselves.
Common practices employed by content
developers and system implementers would
help people be more conscious of when
they’re being tracked, what exactly is being
tracked and how that data will be used. And
last but not least, strong encryption needs
to be uniformly used so that only the
systems that are allowed to access your
data are actually getting it, (this means
you, NSA).

After a year of formal development, the
Experience API is now at Version 1.0.1, six
months after its 1.0 launch in 2013. So
much has been accomplished so fast – at
first blush, the spec appears to be complete,
and the specification itself is complete. That
said, the work it’s will take for the
technology to be as liberating and
empowering as its potential is substantial.
There’s a lot to do. Fortunately we are
advancing up that hill at good speed.
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