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Note this article assumes some familiarity with these concepts: Learning Objects, 
Metadata, Educational Standards for Technical Interoperability, Digital Repositories 
and Learning Design. For a useful quick introduction to each of these concepts please 
follow these web inks: 
 
Learning Objects (Content Packages) & Learning Design 
http://www.cetis.ac.uk/static/briefings.html
 
Metadata 
http://www.cetis.ac.uk/content2/20050210042132
 
Educational Standards for Technical Interoperability: 
http://www.cetis.ac.uk/static/standards.html
 
Digital Repositories 
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=pub_repositories
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1 Introduction 
 
An RSS feed is information in XML. The feed usually contains information such as 
news or updates concerned with a web site or portal, for example the BBC offers a 
range RSS feeds on world news, local news and business news.  To deliver their 
information to the end user feeds typically need a parser (a program that can read a 
feed) and this is then presented to the user.  Screenshots of an open source RSS 
reader, RSS Bandit, are included in section two. 
 

1.1 What is RSS? 
 
There is some dispute over what RSS stands for and with incompatibility between 
different versions. However, it is defined by W3 Schools as “Real Simple 
Syndication”1.  It is an XML standard, which can be used to communicate 
information to a suitable software reader.  RSS version 2.0 is copyrighted by Harvard 
University2. 
 
RSS is based on a very simple syntax, where the root element RSS houses a channel 
element which is populated with items, as seen below. 
 
<?xml version="1.0" encoding="ISO-8859-1" ?> 
<rss version="2.0"> 
<channel> 
<title>W3Schools</title> 
<link>http://www.w3schools.com</link> 
<description>W3Schools Web Tutorials </description> 
<item> 
<title>RSS Tutorial</title> 
<link>http://www.w3schools.com/rss</link> 
<description>Check out the RSS tutorial 
on W3Schools.com</description> 
</item> 
 
</channel> 
 
</rss> 
 
 
The channel element must have a title, a link and a description and there are other 
optional elements.  The item element is composed of title, link and description. A 
channel may have many items on it.  A full list of all optional elements can be found 
at http://www.w3schools.com/rss/default.asp  

                                                 
1 W3Schools RSS Introduction Available from: http://www.w3schools.com/rss/rss_intro.asp [Accessed 
3rd April 2006]. 
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1.2 What is ATOM? 
 
ATOM is also written in XML and was created as a response to perceived 
deficiencies of RSS 2.0 and the ‘version wars’ in the RSS community.  It uses unique 
identifiers and is validated by a schema.  A full comparison of the technical 
differences between ATOM and RSS can be viewed at 
http://www.intertwingly.net/wiki/pie/Rss20AndAtom10Compared.   
 
Whilst ATOM can be seen as technically superior to RSS its uptake hasn’t been as 
quick and relatively few sites offer ATOM content. Whilst it is not that inherently 
more complex it is a stricter and a slightly more rigid standard. 
 
A sample of ATOM is found below. Whilst it maintains the channel (in ATOM feed) 
and item (in ATOM entry) style it has a number of syntax differences. 
 
<?xml version="1.0" encoding="utf-8"?> 
<feed xmlns="http://www.w3.org/2005/Atom"> 
 
 <title>Example Feed</title> 
 <subtitle>Insert witty or insightful remark here</subtitle> 
 <link href="http://example.org/"/> 
 <updated>2003-12-13T18:30:02Z</updated> 
 <author> 
   <name>John Doe</name> 
   <email>johndoe@example.com</email> 
 </author> 
 <id>urn:uuid:60a76c80-d399-11d9-b91C-0003939e0af6</id> 
<entry> 
   <title>Atom-Powered Robots Run Amok</title> 
   <link href="http://example.org/2003/12/13/atom03"/> 
   <id>urn:uuid:1225c695-cfb8-4ebb-aaaa-80da344efa6a</id> 
   <updated>2003-12-13T18:30:02Z</updated> 
   <summary>Some text.</summary> 
 </entry> 
</feed> 
 
 
 

2 Setting up a RSS / ATOM feed using RSS Bandit 
 
The purpose of this section is not to act as a guide to RSS Bandit but simply to 
illustrate the simplicity of RSS and provide the reader with a footing from which they 
can further explore RSS. 
 
There are a range of RSS readers available.  Many RSS feeders work in a similar 
manner to emails.  RSS Bandit is an open source RSS / ATOM reader, it can be 
downloaded from http://www.rssbandit.org.  
 

 
TrustDR Supporting Report: Feeding the Knowledge Economy: using RSS feeds to tell the world about your 
repository 

6

Authors: David Dripps & John Casey, Jackie Proven  

http://www.intertwingly.net/wiki/pie/Rss20AndAtom10Compared
http://www.rssbandit.org/


 

2.1 View RSS / ATOM Feeds 
 
The RSS Bandits interface is similar to an email client (a convenient interface 
metaphor) but the underlying workings are different to email.  
 

 
Figure 1 RSS Bandit interface 

 
Upon opening RSS Bandit the feeds, organised by folders, are on the far left.  These 
feeds are updated upon opening the application and at regular intervals while the 
application is running.  Each feed has a number of items that can be viewed, these 
items are represented in the middle column by envelopes.  The right hand panel shows 
the content of this item.  The feed shown is typical of most RSS feeds, in that they 
provide a small snippet of information with a link to the full story or further 
information. 
 
When a link from a feed is clicked in RSS Bandit it opens in a new window, as 
illustrated by the screenshot below. 
 

 
Figure 2 when a link is clicked in RSS Bandit from a feed, a new window opens 

to the location of the link 
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2.2 Adding RSS / ATOM feeds 
 
RSS and Atom feeds are commonly represented on websites by the logos shown 
below. A large number of sites now offer RSS feeds and an increasing number 
ATOM feeds. 
 

 
Figure 3 Symbol for RSS feed 

 
Figure 4 Symbol for ATOM feed 

 
 
To add a new RSS feed all you need to do is click on a symbol and drag and drop it 
into the folder you would like it to be classified into. 
 
Feeds may also be added manually by clicking file from the menu bar and selecting 
new subscription, a wizard will open to assist you to manually input a feed.  The 
actual feed for a website is usually located at a URL location and you will need this 
URL to manually add a feed. 
 

2.3 Alternative feed readers 
A huge number of alternative feed readers are available to meet users’ preferences, 
and a list can be found at http://allrss.com/rssreaders.html along with other 
information such as the ability to collect podcasts in your reader. As well as using 
downloadable software, it is also possible to use web-based versions so that your RSS 
feeds can be accessed from anywhere. An example of this type of service is Bloglines 
(http://www.bloglines.com/) 
 

3 Potential uses of RSS and ATOM in repositories 
 
Visibility and accessibility are important functions for any repository.  RSS is a 
means of “broadcasting” information about something.  Consequently RSS has the 
ability to make websites (or repositories) both more visible and, by bringing news 
about the content direct to the user, more accessible. In addition it ought to be 
possible to use feeds to drive displays in webpages of such things as reading lists for a 
course or to show all the materials created by a particular author.  Such technology is 
clearly of use in a repository, where syndication could act as a means of exposing 
metadata:   
 
“Broadly speaking there are three different ways in which standardised exposure of 
metadata can be achieved. 1.  Exposing metadata in harvesting.  2.  Exposing 
metadata via distributed searching.  3. Exposing content by syndication.” (M. Moffat 
2006). 
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An example of where this has already been implemented is the Maricopa learning 
exchanged (http://www.mcli.dist.maricopa.edu/mlx/  ) where the 10 most recent MLX 
items are available for syndication in RSS 1.03. 
 
 
The TrustDR project created a series of use cases to inform both the project and at the 
request of the JISC CD-LOR project4, and one such use case is included the in 
Appendix. It is proposed in this use case that a syndication / feed is used to 
disseminate / distribute metadata or other information about content, such as when 
new learning objects or papers relevant to a particular discipline or person are added. 
RSS can also be used to support searching. In particular we would be interested in 
being able to enter or click on an academic’s name in order to produce a feed to a web 
page that would show all the materials they have authored in a repository.  

4 Conclusions 
 
This paper has explored how RSS and ATOM works and provided examples of them 
in practice, and has explored their potential use in repositories.  
 
RSS and ATOM are emerging technologies that have the potential to revolutionise 
how we interact with the web.  They are extremely easy to use and instead of us 
having to ‘travel’ to a website or a bookmark at regular intervals to see if there is new 
content, the website essentially comes to the user with new content. 
 
Feeds have a viable and potentially beneficial contribution to make to repositories; 
feeds can be filtered and directed at an appropriate target audience but perhaps their 
greatest strength is their simplicity.  The adoption of such technology at this early 
stage could potentially increase repositories usefulness and consequently use, going 
some length in aiding the uptake of repositories as a whole. 
 
RSS and ATOM are lightweight options for syndicating metadata compared to other 
methods of exposing or exchanging metadata such as OAI-PMH5, or for displaying 
content package manifests or returning the results of various queries. Being 
lightweight is a virtue, but it comes at a cost of limited abilities6. However, for simple 
task such as producing a list of authored materials for attribution purposes it might be 
adequate.    
 
 
 
                                                 
3 Actual feed location http://www.mcli.dist.maricopa.edu/mlx/feed/new10.xml  

4 Specifically CD-LOR project http://www.ic-learning.dundee.ac.uk/projects/CD-LOR/  

5 Open Archives Initiative Protocol for Metadata Harvesting. See an introduction to OAI-PMH at 
http://www.oaforum.org/tutorial/ and TrustDR report: Opening up the gates of knowledge 
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5 Appendix one Sample use case of RSS feed in a 
repository 

5.1 Use Case Name 
Repository information / newsfeed 

5.2 Use Case ID (unique identifier, used for file name also) 
e.g. project_use_case_id 
TrustDR_Use_case_06 

5.3 Authors 
Author 1 Jackie Proven 
Author 2 David Dripps 
Author 3 John Casey 

5.4 Project 
TrustDR 

5.5 Date Created 
08/03/2006 

5.6 Use Case Summary 
Administrator searches a repository of learning objects, retrieves records and feeds / 
reveals results to selected recipients 

5.7 Primary Actor (and goal) 
Administrator Interrogates repository using various parameters 

5.8 Other Actors (and goals) 
Repository Store and organise learning objects 

Recipient Receives list of relevant learning objects 

5.9 Stakeholders and Interests  
Authors of learning 
objects 

Revealing records of their work (may not own copyright but 
retain moral rights) 

Metadata creator Creation and maintenance of comprehensive and accurate 
records. 

Institution Public relations, projection of ownership (record of work 
produced by institution) 
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5.10 Main Success Scenario 
1 Administrator enters search criteria in repository 

2 Repository returns formatted results (e.g. RSS / HTML ) 

3 Administrator sends results to list of recipients 

4 Recipient able to view and interpret results 

 

5.11 Extensions 
1a Searching of repository fails 

2a Results are not formatted in a useful manner  

3a Functionality exists to select and contact recipients from within the repository 

4a Recipient unable to view or interpret results 

 

5.12 Scenarios (id and name) 
TrustDR_Scenario_5 Public attribution facility 
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