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February 2004
Overview of Project

SPP: Phase 1

The RDN Subject Portals Project (SPP) was funded by JISC to improve the functionality of (originally) five participating RDN hub sites by developing them into subject portals. By doing so SPP will provide a subject-based presentational layer for the JISC Information Environment as well as additional services for RDN users.

In their simplest form, subject portals are aggregators of third party content that present end users with a tailored view of the Web within a particular subject area. However, during the project it became clear that the development of alternative means of accessing content through institutional portals, VLE’s, etc would have an impact on the original focus for the creation of subject-based services.  Therefore, in addition to creating these services, SPP's development strategy has been to create portable functionality, which could be embedded into a variety of other environments.  This was achieved by the creation of a series of “portlets” designed to sit within a portal framework. The portlet approach means that the Hubs have a choice of the functions they install, and the aim of the modular design is that the portlets developed will be non-framework specific and could be embedded in other portal environments.

The hub sites involved in SPP were BIOME (University of Nottingham); EEVL (Heriot Watt University, Edinburgh); HUMBUL (University of Oxford); and SOSIG (University of Bristol). The project manager was based in UKOLN at the University of Bath and the technical development was led by ILRT at the University of Bristol.  PSIGate (University of Manchester) and the Maths Portal Project (University of Birmingham), funded separately under 5/99, also contributed to the project.
SPP: Phase 2

SPP has now been awarded further funding that will focus on the installation, maintenance and continued technical development of the portal software. During phase II, which will run from September 2003 till August 2004, the portal prototype developed by SPP will be installed at the original participating RDN hubs and three additional hubs: ALTIS (Birmingham University), ARTIFACT (Manchester Metropolitan University) and GEsource (Manchester University). Throughout the first phase of the project the framework and the main portlet areas (cross-searching, user profiling and access management) were developed. Although these areas will require further development, phase II will concentrate on a number of additional aggregated services, namely newsfeeds, events and an e-journal search engine. This next phase of the project will also include an investigation of how best to embed portal functionality within alternative third party portal environments, such as institutional portals and VLE’s, and will make this technology open source for use within the wider community.  
The SPP Project has now become part of the Portals Programme which is looking at various aspects of portals such as good practice in portal usage and how portals can and will be used inside and outside formal education. There will also be efforts to create a series of demonstrator portals in different areas (subject, format-based, community-based). 
Grant Statement

Please confirm that the project is being conducted under the terms agreed with JISC in the letter of grant and the JISC Terms and Conditions attached to it.

Note any changes to the original award, including any extensions or alterations granted.
The project is being conducted under the terms agreed with JISC in the letter of grant and the JISC Terms and Conditions attached to it.

SPP submitted a report to JISC in October 2003 suggesting uses for the underspend from the first phase of the project. JISC agreed to fund promotion for the newer hubs who were not part of the phase 1 project and promotion of open source software. The suggested budget for promotion of ALTIS and ARTIFACT is £14,000, to go directly to them after the other hubs overspend is returned. The suggested budget for the promotion of open source software is £5,000 +.  Also some of the BIOME underspend (£37,000) is being used to fund the Portal Development Officer post for one calendar year from date of appointment.

All other underspend is to return to JISC apart from promotion money. 
2. Aims and Objectives

Explain any changes to the original aims/objectives outlined in the project plan.

List the targets set for this reporting period and explain if they have been met.

As a result of the RDN review there have been changes to the management of the RDN service. The SPP project 's aims are fairly intertwined with those of the RDN and the RDN subject gateways, so naturally there have been some knock on effects of these changes. One immediate effect has been a temporary confusion about the direction of the project and the effort the RDN subject gateways should commit to installing beta portal services.

In early January a formal statement was sent to the SPP list by the JISC development team and the JISC services team. This message has suggested that the outputs of SPP go beyond those to be offered at the subject gateways and that they offer potential for many other services and organisations wishing to develop portals themselves.  This being the case the intended rolling out of SPP software under an open source license (OSS) will be key to SPP outputs being used more widely. The statement also indicated that the role of portalisation will be considered by the RDN Management board over the next three years and that the timetable for the new RDN management structure will not permit seamless transition to portals at the completion of SPP in summer 2004. However it was explained that any informed decision on portalisation would benefit from available use of beta services.

Although there is still not complete clarity on direction for SPP, the project will 'continue as normal' and make efforts to have beta services available from the subject gateways later this year. However while no formal amendment has been made to the project objectives and aims the project management team are attempting to concentrate work in investigation of synergies with other portal services and consideration of the OSS.

Note that that participating Hubs and their institutions still very much support the original objective of the project, which was to develop and maintain full subject portals in the various subject areas.  As per the RDN Portal Issue paper: 

http://www.rdn.ac.uk/private/proposals/RDNPortalIssuesDocument.doc 
3. Overall Approach

Explain any changes to the overall approach outlined in the project plan.

Other than the slight change in project aims listed in answer 2 no changes have been made to the overall approach outlined in the project plan.

4. Project Outputs

Summarise progress during the reporting period and milestones/deliverables achieved.

For the reporting period the following milestones/deliverables were set in the project plan:

· WP1 – Deliverable A - Managed Open Source resource – October 2003

· WP1 – Deliverable B - Interim report – January 2004

· WP2 – Deliverable D - Generic interface – November 2003 
· WP4 – Deliverable F - Enhanced cross-search portlet functionality – October 2003

· WP4 – Deliverable G - Broker portlets – January 2004 

Deliverables B, G and F have all been delivered. However it is possible that as a result of the roll out of Beta services the enhanced cross-search portlet functionality and the broker portlets could require small amounts of further development. With the development of software this is to be expected. Deliverable A has been postponed till the end of the project. Further explanation of this is given in answer 2 in the section on targets. 

Deliverable D has changed slightly from the original specification and continues to throw up more issues than perhaps originally expected, partly due to the situation with the RDN and also due to discussions over what a generic interface actually means. .A fair amount of work has been carried out by EEVL on this area (see answer 15 for further details) but the deliverable of a generic interface for use at all hubs is now unlikely as each subject gateway will implement a slightly different solution.

5. Project Outcomes

Summarise achievement against objectives, list outcomes and findings to date, and any interim conclusions.

How do you see the project developing?  Has progress changed the project in any way, and are there implications for the programme?

What lessons have been learned that could be passed on to other projects or applied elsewhere?

SPP phase 2 has only been funded one year so it is imperative that we keep on track despite recent setbacks. In the last 5 months all development tasks have been carried out on time and all deliverables have been delivered to schedule. 

Alongside all the work laid out in the original workplan SPP have been working hard to meet with other projects and institutions who may want to use the outputs of SPP. For example internally on the SPP mailing list SPP has been considering the relationship between subject portals, institutional portals and other portals. The RDN subject portals, if developed into services, would have important, but different, roles to play for institutions which develop institutional portals, and for institutions which do not develop their own portals.

For members of those institutions, which develop portals, the preferred choice for accessing bibliographic, full text and other information will be their institutional portal.  Such institutional

portals will be configurable to reflect local needs, local collections and subject needs.  However there are numerous reasons why subject portals have an important role to play. SPP has been looking further at these reasons and synergies with other projects.

6. Stakeholder Analysis

Summarise the project’s engagement with stakeholders including users.

As mentioned earlier considerable user testing of the software developed to date has been carried out. All user testing documents for both stages of the project are available at:

http://www.portal.ac.uk/spp/documents/testing/

7. Risk Analysis

Summarise any problems that have occurred and any mitigating actions taken.

The main problems that have occurred in this reporting period were the outcomes of the RDN review and the request by JISC for the underspend to be returned. Both have been dealt with in previous answers.

8. Standards

Note any changes in the standards to be used and the reasons.

The main shift in our focus on standards is within workpackage 7: Integrating portal services within institutional interfaces. We are now looking closely at two related portal standards that have emerged

recently as a way to provide services developed within SPP via institutional interfaces. These standards are:

· The Java Community Process's JSR168: Java Portlet Specification
http://www.jcp.org/en/jsr/detail?id=168

· OASIS's Web Services for Remote Portlets
http://www.oasis-open.org/committees/download.php/3343/oasis-200304-wsrp-specification-1.0.pdf

Both these standards address the area of interaction between the portal itself and the specific applications (or portlets) it contains. By standardising these interactions portlets can be developed that will be useable, without modification, by any standards-compliant portal. It is clear that there is weight behind these standards in the portal arena and that major portal vendors are moving to provide support for them within their products. For example, uPortal currently support WSRP and plan to support JSR168 in their next release. Within this workpackage we plan to implement support for JSR168 in our portlets, and investigate possible approaches to WSRP.

9. Technical Development

Note any changes in the development approach or technologies to be used and the reasons.

The development team investigated using an Integrated Development Environment (IDE) to ease java development in the first few months of phase 2. Before now commercial IDEs that had been considered were deemed too expensive but now an alternative, eclipse (http://www.eclipse.org/), has matured into an excellent, open source, freely available IDE, especially suited to java development. After some initial trials as to how it would work with our already existing development environment we

adopted it and recommended it within our team. By the beginning of 2004 our internal tools had been altered to extend support to eclipse-based development, and it is now in widespread use. It offers many features that aid, and speed, java development and has proved a very useful addition to the development team.

10. Intellectual Property Rights

Summarise progress clearing any third-party rights.

Over the reporting period research has been carried out into who IPR lies with for software at all the participating institutions. The results from this will be fed into any decisions made about OSS licences. SPP has also contacted the JISC legal information service for advice in this area.

Project Resources

11. Project Partners

Explain any changes to the institutional project partners or subcontractors, and any impacts this has/will have on the project or schedule.

What other institutions or organisations are you or do you plan to collaborate with?

All project partners and subcontractors have remained the same through this period of the project. There has been some delay in the take on of staff at some institutions which will mean that at least one fulltime member of staff will continue to be in post after the end of the project. It has been agreed that this person can help resolve loose ends if any are left.

In October a meeting was held with Lancaster University and Daresbury who had just obtained some JISC funding to create a portal for resource discovery in e-social science. Since the meeting SPP developers have been working closely with the e-social science team in an effort to help them use software from SPP. 

SPP have also recently attended a meeting with the Birmingham portal team in order to discuss integrating portal services within institutional interfaces. This collaboration is discussed further in answer 15, WP7.

In the future SPP hopes to make contact with and collaborate with other teams working in the creation of portals. In March an SPP representative will be attending a one-day workshop in Tilburg, Holland on International Scholarly Portals, which is targeted at project leaders of recent scholarly portal projects.

We are also continuing to work with the Xgrain project at EDINA (http://edina.ed.ac.uk/projects/joinup/xgrain/). This work is aiming to utilise their Z39.50 searching service as a broker for the portal, providing access to third-party abstracting and indexing, and tables of contents, services.
12. Project Management

Note any changes in project staff or their roles since the last report.  Briefly explain any problems or gaps with staffing and the effect this has had on the project schedule.

The majority of project staff have remained the same throughout this reporting period. There has been some delay at Artifact, PSIgate and GEsource in recruiting a joint Technical Officer. Also BIOME have had a slight delay in recruitment and only recently employed a Technical Officer post. BIOME have been given the OK to carry the money for this post beyond the end of August 2005 which has allowed them to give the Technical Officer a 12 month contract.  This post is the main post that is funded from the Exit Strategy money. BIOME have also recently employed a Portal Development Officer.  The position's remit will be to undertake a range of activities to build upon existing development work to identify, plan and implement portal features and services of use to our user community.  This work will be carried out in within the context of the SPP and its outcomes but also within the context of the wider developments in the JISC IE. It is hoped that this post will still be in place after the end of SPP and available for tying up loose ends.
13. Programme Support

Summarise contact with/influence of the programme, e.g. with the programme manager, formal or informal links with other projects, or programme-related activities.

What further support would you like from the programme, e.g. guidance, workshops, etc?

Do you have any suggestions for improving the programme?

Throughout this reporting period there has been a fair amount of contact with Chris Awre, the Programme Manager for the Portals programme. Chris attended the SPP meeting in September, is a regular contributor to the SPP list and recently attended a meeting on the effect the RDN changes would have on SPP. As a result of this meeting he co-ordinated the development team and the JISC services team's submission of a formal statement to the SPP list.

In late 2003 the project manager for SPP was able to attend the JISC workshops on sustainability and Quality Assurance. These workshops were very useful in focussing SPP's future work and clarifying JISC's future aims. 

Over the last few months members of the project have expressed a feeling that it would be helpful if there was a more seamless and consistent approach to transitioning ‘projects’ into ‘services’ across the JISC development and service activities.  Currently, it is not always obvious that the same message is being given to projects from all parts of the JISC. Also the recent plethora of evaluations going on in the portal subject area has not helped here. Although SPP recognise the benefit of studies such the 'CERLIM SPP Software consultancy for EDNER' it can at times feel like there is more evaluation going on than actual work.

14. Budget

Use the budget template below to report expenditure against.  Explain the reasons for any significant overspend or underspend. 

Detailed Project Planning

15. Workpackages

Report progress against plan, noting key activities during the reporting period.  Explain why any targets haven’t been met.

List objectives for the next reporting period, note if any changes to plan are needed, and explain why.
WP1 - Centralised co-ordination of the ongoing maintenance and development of the portal services at the hubs 

In the initial project proposal the date for the roll out of Open Source Software (OSS) was given as January. After investigation of the processes involved in the management of OSS, through a meeting with Open Source Advisory Service in October and attendance of the Open Source Advisory Service conference in December, it was decided that it would be better to wait till nearer the end of the project. In the meantime considerable investigation has been carried out of the type of licence that would be required for the software and what copyright stamp could be added to the software. This has been achieved through communication with the legal representative at each of the SPP partner institutions.

Thought has also gone into where the software would be stored, how software updates and additions from the developer community would be integrated and how version releases of the software would be managed.

During this reporting period there has also been an over-hall of the SPP Web site including the addition of a search engine. Also in September 2003 the first SPP: Phase 2 meeting was held in Bristol and attended by all partners.
WP 2 - Interface design 

WP 2 was divided up into three main areas of work:

1. The first was a review of phase 1 testing results. This was provided through a user testing report available at:
http://www.portal.ac.uk/spp/documents/testing/phase1/usertestingreportv3.doc

2. The second was usability testing of the current SPP demo. The results of this testing are available at:
http://www.portal.ac.uk/spp/documents/testing/phase2/SPP_Testing_Round3_V1.doc

3. The third was a usability report and list of recommendations on the usability of the current version of the demonstrator, incorporating any relevant aspects of the review of phase 1 testing results.

All user testing documents now have a separate area of the Web site and are available at:
http://www.portal.ac.uk/spp/documents/testing/

WP 3 - Installation of the portal services and interface and interface development at RDN hubs 

The initiation of roll out of beta services at the subject gateways is planned for May 2004. SPP are aiming for localisation development at the beginning of April and installations throughout April. The subject gateways will be doing a lot of adjustment of the beta services throughout April/May
WP 4 - Further development of the portal services 

A requirements review was conducted of all the workpackages at the outset of phase 2. This allowed SPP to check the status if the work and to gather input from the various stake-holders, specifically the Hub managers.

Within the Account Management package the key tasks achieved have been:

· LDAP Loading Optimised

· Registration Email Verification Implemented

· LAS/NAS Accounts Transfer

· SOAP Interfaces for the AM Higher-Level Functionality

· Upgrade Athens Login Module to use the SOAP API

The tasks met in the Searching package:

· Implemented user testing recommendations

· Reorganised package hierarchy

· Search storage implemented

· Extended to support multiple configurations (initially for eJournal portlet)

User Profiling has unfortunately been without an active developer due to staff changes. SPP now have someone in post at BIOME who is starting to work on this package.

 WP 5 - Development of additional services 

Over the reporting period SPP have been looking at the eJournal portlet, which will harvest, index and search freely available e-journals, where the full text is freely available to anyone without registration. Each subject gateway provided the details of 4 ejournals which have been pulled together in a target list. Key tasks completed here include the plan for implementation, re-using current cross search work and the initial investigation of harvester software and indexing java libraries.

Within the work for the eJournal portlet we will be looking at freely available harvesting packages to allow us to gather data from eJournal websites. Where supported, we will also be considering the use

of the OAI protocol as a standards-based approach to harvesting eJournal data.

Humbul is leading the development of the events database with additional funding from the AHRB with the advantage that it will be compatible with SPP. The database is being written as a Java bean, with a decoupled data layer (torque/MySQL), a decoupled presentation layer (ultimately Velocity) and a fully suite of unit tests.

Progress so far includes the functional requirements document, the initial version of Java bean containing core business logic and Database schemas. In the next reporting period SPP will be looking at the presentation layer and adding something to the demo site.

The other additional service being looked at is the aggregated newsfeed service. This provides searching functions over gathered newsfeeds and also re-uses the cross searching work. A working prototype is included in the current demonstrator.

WP 6 - Evaluation of the impact on users of the portal installations at the eight participating hubs 

This work will be carried out once the beta services are installed at the subject gateways.

WP 7 – Integrating portal services within institutional interfaces 

SPP have recently had their first formal meeting with the Birmingham portal development team. The Birmingham portal team are working to implement an institutional portal based on uPortal and have recently spent a lot of money on a portal framework (Luminis from SCT) which they intend to have up and running and integrated with their student registration system by September.
The team were interested in knowing what technologies SPP is using and possibly getting some of our portlets to talk to their framework in the future. The meeting centred around our work on WP 7 (Integrating portal services within institutional interfaces) and how we can take things forward. There were some issues with Athens authentication which hopefully we can get round. Birmingham are going to make sure that their framework fully supports standards (JSR 168) and the plan is to work together in the near future in testing the deployment of SPP portlets in a standards-based institutional portal.

Other key events include:

· initial WSRP review

· plan for support for JSR168

· trials with Pluto, a reference implementation of a JSR168 portal

WP 8 – Integrating portal services and the Information Environment Service Registry (IESR) 

No work has been carried out on this workpackage yet.

Workpackages and targets for the next period remain the same as those stipulated in the Workplan:

http://www.portal.ac.uk/spp/documents/phase2/projectplan/phase2pp.doc

16. Evaluation

Report progress on evaluation planning and activity, and note any evaluation results during the reporting period.

List objectives for the next reporting period, note if any changes to plan are needed, and explain why.

Over the next reporting period SPP is being evaluated by CERLIM as part of the EDNER project. This is an independent report considering: 

· The software solutions implemented by SPP.

· The suitability of these solutions, with particular reference to interoperability with the broad range of services being provided by JISC and UK higher and further education institutions, sustainability and standards.

· The broad software solutions available currently in the marketplace including uPortal, Oracle Portal, JetSpeed, MyLibrary, ZPortal, MetaLib and others.

· The fit between SPP portlet development and the broader portal environment.

· The advantages and disadvantages of the different approaches, including different commercial products, now available for the delivery of subject portals.

· The relationship between subject portals, institutional portals and other portals. It should be noted that a detailed analysis of non-subject portals is not required.

The report is being carried out by Terry Morrow. Terry has already met up with the project management team at UKOLN and will also be meeting the technical lead and a representative from each hub. It is expected that the final report will be released around Easter time. Hopefully the results from this report will aid SPP with its exit strategy and will also aid JISC with decision making re the future of portals.

In the next reporting period there will also be an EDNER workpackage looking at the user evaluation of subject portals. This workpackage will be user testing the beta services rolled out at the hubs. SPP will also be carrying out user evaluation as part of WP 6 (Evaluation of the impact on users of the portal installations at the eight participating hubs).

17. Quality Assurance
Report progress on quality assuring your work, describe QA procedures put in place, and any QA results during the reporting period.

List objectives for the next reporting period, note if any changes to plan are needed, and explain why.

A number of QA mechanisms have been put in place with regard to the SPP Web site. The site is regularly validated and link checked using bookmarklets.

18. Dissemination

Report progress on the dissemination of your project, noting dissemination done, whether you feel it was successful, and any publicity the project received during the reporting period.

List objectives for the next reporting period, note if any changes to plan are needed, and explain why.

A presentation on SPP and an explanation of the SPP demonstrator was given at the JISC JCIE Meeting on 18th November 2003. It was felt that the demonstrator was well received and outputs of the project noted.

The main promotion of outputs of SPP will be carried out later in the year after beta services have been installed at the subject gateways. Each hub has an allocated amount of budget for promotional activities. Coordination of all the promotional work will begin at the SPP meeting to be held at the end of February.  Some of the intended promotion work, such as a slot at the 9th European Conference of Medical and Health Libraries and at the International Scholarly Portals workshop, have already been secured.

SPP have also been allocated extra budget for two workshops to promote the roll out of SPP software outputs as a managed open source resource for the community. These workshops will probably take place towards the end of the project, once the open software is released. This particular promotion work will require a very focused target group of people who would need a more hands on workshop. 

Full details of all presentations are listed on the SPP Web site at:

http://www.portal.ac.uk/spp/documents/

19. Exit/Sustainability

Report progress on planning for sustainability, noting any issues related to archiving, preservation, maintenance, supporting documentation, etc.

List objectives for the next reporting period, note if any changes to plan are needed, and explain why.

As explained throughout this report the direction of SPP remains uncertain however the main exit strategy continues to be the intended Open Source Software.

The SPP site will continue to be held on the UKOLN Web server for at least 3 years after the end of the project. The site will not be altered unless essential but any necessary changes to technical structure will be made to ensure the site is accessible and available. The SPP software will also be available from the Web site as well as from an OSS repository such as source forge.
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