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Subject Portals Project overview

What is a Portal?

In its simplest form, a portal is a centralised starting point on the Internet for like-minded people. On the Internet, community is more often than not, defined by interest rather than geography and communities need a base from which to operate. Portals offer this base. As well as bringing this community together, an effective portal will offer additional benefits to its users and give them a reason to return and interact with the services provided. So, the primary objective of a portal should be to turn browsers into users. The mission of a portal is to present each user with a tailored view of the information landscape surrounding their interests. Although everybody uses the same basic set of tools and services, the portal should have the ability to reflect a person’s likes, dislikes, requirements and desires. The most successful portals are able to be customised, personalised and are an ever-changing mix of news, resources and applications that become the desktop destination for everyone with a common interest. This empowers users to take charge of their online experience.

Experience tells us that portals have to be compelling to those who use them – otherwise they will go elsewhere. This is the challenge we face when tackling the problem of building academic portals. The potential audience for a subject-based educational portal has its own needs and desires, all of which cannot be satisfied by existing commercial sites and yet they expect all the peripheral services usually associated with a mainstream consumer portal. The academics desire for detail and depth is far too great, and the desired information far too hidden, for these conventional services to satisfy demand. These sites however, set the standard of service and expectation with which we have to compete in order to present a credible academic portal solution.

With a learning based portal, a common assumption might be that we don’t have to be competitive because we are not a commercial service. Well, everyone is competing on the Internet – not for the users business but for his or her attention. The way to achieve this is to persuade visitors that spending time on your site will provide them with a useful, relevant and compelling learning experience. Having something unique, which is of great use to the user is the key here. We need to remember that users are the most important consideration when designing any online service - it does not make sense to spend months building a Web application, only to discover that no one uses it! It is not enough to build a clever tool, it has to be designed in such a way that the user understands what it is and how it works and has a good experience whilst using. It also must achieve the educational objectives of the host establishment. 

The Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) (1) is an organisation that represents the commitment made by the UK higher and further education sectors to provide easy access to quality assured information sources. This refers to all kinds of portals – subject and institutional, plus a wide range of format and community based areas. The project team recognise that potentially subject portals will become part of many different institutional portals MLEs and VLEs, so the components need to be designed to work within many different frameworks. 

Introduction to the project

The RDN (Resource Discovery Network (2)) is a family of subject-based information gateways funded by JISC as a service for the higher and further education communities. The subject gateways represent reliable points of access for relevant, subject-based Internet resources, pointing students, teachers and researchers to appropriate, high-quality content on the Internet. The gateways that make up the RDN include over 50,000 web resources and are expanding all the time. Each gateway concentrates on its own given subject area and relies on subject experts and specialist librarians to select, evaluate, catalogue and index web-based information resources with the aim of providing the end user with speedy access to appropriate information. The hubs aim to help end-users extend their searches so that they have access to a wider a range of content, most notably the JISC collection of content.

The Subject Portals Project is intended to extend and enhances the existing services of the following RDN hubs:

BIOME - Biomedical Sciences http://biome.ac.uk/ 

EEVL – Engineering http://www.eevl.ac.uk/
HUMBUL - Humanities http://www.humbul.ac.uk/
SOSIG - Social Sciences http://www.sosig.ac.uk/
The work currently being undertaken within SPP represents the second part of a two-phase project. The first phase, known as SAD1 (Subject Access to the DNER) was successfully completed in August 2001. This phase resulted in the initial trials of three subject based portal prototypes – BIOME, EEVL and SOSIG. Phase two welcomes the addition of a Humanities portal, HUMBUL.

The Subject Portals Project is intended to enable further development of these portals and produce a recommended ‘software tool-kit’ that can be used wholly or in parts for the construction of subject-based portals. The project is looking to provide the user with the sort of high-quality functionality typically associated with a top-ten consumer portal, but tailored to satisfy academics needs. The unique selling point of these services will be the ease of access to deep, previously inaccessible, relevant information. 


These elements are being worked on both centrally and via dispersed development 
groups across the portal teams. The central co-ordination will concentrate on 
how these elements fit together and will develop the framework within which 
these elements can be employed. 


Focus on the user

The SPP team recognise how important understanding the user is to this project. Unless you begin by identifying your audience and their needs early on in a project, the end result will be compromised. Users are not just end-users, but also the teachers, institutions and funding bodies who all have key requirements from the portal. All users will demand high levels of service and high-quality, consistent delivery. If your site doesn’t satisfy them immediately, they will leave with a single click of the mouse. Content is still very much king, but if it’s hard to find or slow to access, its’ no use to anyone. It’s worth noting at this point that we are not just ‘asking’ users what they want, by means of user surveys, but are also observing their actions. Not many people know what they want before they see it! There are proven usability techniques built into this project. We have set up focus groups, with a primary aim of watching people using the Internet in order to discover what tasks they embark on, what frustrates them and what pleases them. During this process we are not only looking at their current requirements but also attempting to anticipate their future needs. We aim to cover every potential user scenario with this process and consciously observe a true cross-section of users, from the novice student to the most experienced of researchers. This information will then be processed into a set of User Requirements that will form the basis for all future development work on this project and will become the basis of all our testing in the future. Observation is vital at every stage of development, not least at interim testing points, when watching users try to use your product is the most effective way of evaluating your progress.

Searching

The single most important service that the hubs offer is described by the project website as “to give users the ability to search seamlessly from the RDN hubs across a wider range of resources” (3). This basically means that rather than just pointing users to other sites and expecting them to do the rest, our hubs aim to draw these dispersed resources into the heart of the hub and seamlessly link users to resources whilst they continue to experience the hub environment. A portal search service accepts requests from users and subsequently interrogates information services held elsewhere which it believes may hold appropriate resources (4). It accepts results sets and then presents them to the user from within the service. Where applicable and available, it also presents the full text of the materials to the user from within the service. A portal therefore 'deep mines' the resources, as opposed to a gateway/hub which only 'shallow mines' resources. There are obvious advantages to the user in doing this, primarily the consistency of the searching experience that soon becomes familiar and so attractive to use repeatedly. The SPP is looking to develop and improve the search and retrieval processes and enable the presentation of this information to be tailored to the user’s individual needs.

Additional services

In our mission to help the hubs become a one-stop-shop for users, we are looking at all the services which typically go into making an online environment which will attract regular revisits from users and grow a community around the given subject base. These ‘sticky’ services and tools vary from hub to hub, but typically can be summarised as community tools, a term which covers not only services like opt-in newsletters, but also conference alerts, news feeds and course announcements. We are looking closely at some of the high-traffic consumer and business portals in order to identify the services that may be of use to our communities. We have already identified a list of these possible services and will shortly be publishing a survey online across the RDN hubs in order to gain user feedback on the preferred additional services across such portals. The survey results will be used to generate a ‘hit-list’ of services and user requirements to feed into our project.

The technology

Phase one of the project concentrated on two main areas of technology. Firstly, we carried out some user requirements analysis, and secondly, evaluated the use of open source software as opposed to buying in and using commercial software. The outcome of this evaluation was a decision to develop a prototype cross-searching servlet using various free or open source packages. These include, among others, a free Z39.50 client called ZAP! (5), a java RDF API (6), Velocity (7) for the design of the user web interface and log4j (8), a java library for managing logs.

The cross-search prototype was developed at the ILRT (Institute for Learning and Research Technology) who are also providing the technical co-ordination for the Subject Portals Project. During phase two of the project, we will be implementing the search software across the portals.

Software, technologies and standards
The project team is committed to the use of open source software where possible, and view appropriate standards compliance as being essential e.g.. XML, RSS, SOAP, Z39.50, Dublin Core. The proposed choice of portal software is currently Jetspeed (9). However, as we develop the portlets, we aim to abstract away most of the common portal concepts and expect to develop a SPP set of APIs that include notions related directly to Jetspeed. We will be looking to link to and employ appropriate 3rd party services from within the DNER programme, e.g. Xgrain (10)- a central point Z39.50 server for Z39.50 clients to connect to in accessing resources and ZBLSA (11) - a document locate/delivery service for allowing direct access to resources discovered by the end-user. 

Marketing

We recognise that marketing these subject portals and the project outcomes are a key requirement for this project. There is after all, no point building an all-singing, all-dancing portal if nobody knows it’s there! The purpose of marketing is to get the service to the people it is designed to help and to encourage them to use it. There is a very low probability factor that potential users will accidentally find one of our portals. They may deep link into the content of a site from a search engine, but unless the portal itself is promoted, nobody will find it. We are exploring all options for marketing and will be striving to gain maximum coverage both online and off which will include forming strategic partnerships with overlapping communities and services.

Design

Again, focussed completely on the user experience, we recognise that a key consideration for this project is the design of our portals. Design should not be thought of as purely ‘look and feel’ (although these are very important branding and awareness considerations) but should include all the navigation and usability issues of creating a successful service. The function of design on the Internet is to ease the communication process, not confuse it. It is important at every level of content access within a site, to explain visually to the user where they are within the hierarchy of information. Their experience of the portal services should be similar wherever they enter the site. This way the user soon feels at home within the portal environment and becomes familiar with the navigation and services provided. This helps to make it a destination where the user wants to revisit on a regular basis, which, after all, has to be the ultimate measure of success for any portal.

Summary 

Subject portals have evolved to simplify and improve the user experience within the educational online information landscape. Our mission for this project is to build and integrate software tools that make the experience of using these academic portals useful, enjoyable and above all highly relevant to the user communities. We are, during the course of this project, evolving our hubs into portals and aim to offer as many of the features discussed here as possible, whilst still maintaining the subject relevance to the user and the individual characteristics of each community.
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