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1. Introduction

This paper has been prepared following discussion with partners of the SPP project, all RDN hubs and the JISC Development Team. The paper outlines a coordinated strategy for the continued development of the subject portal project outcomes across all RDN hubs. At this time, the strategy is focused on the installation, maintenance and continued technical development of the portal software. At the core of this ongoing development is the continuation and expansion of the project’s model of collaborative software development. 

It should be noted that this bid only requests funds for continued technical development work, from the JISC Development budget. This document and related budgets do not cover funds in support of “service activities” such as user support, negotiation with content partners, content maintenance, management/co-ordination at hubs, major end-user promotional activity and statistical reporting to the JISC MU. The decision to take this approach is a pragmatic one, based on the need to be flexible enough to respond to the potential outcomes of the forthcoming external review of the RDN and to enable the continued development of JISC strategy in both the service and development areas. The services developed through the SPP project will be implemented at RDN hubs using the generic interface designed as part of the project, but it should be noted that the implementation of any new features within existing hub interfaces will be on the basis of “Beta” services only and flagged as such. Until full service funding is available, users will be supported on a best efforts basis only.

Delivering the SPP outputs as fully supported JISC services will require significant additional funding or the redirection of existing service funds away from current activities and is not the subject of this paper.
2. Background 

2.1 Project overview and aims

The RDN Subject Portals Project (SPP) is a 2 year project funded by JISC as part of its 5/99 Learning and Teaching call. The aim of the call was develop the visibility of the JISC IE supported information resources. The SPP is due for completion in August 2003.

The portals that the project aim to deliver include: 

· An aggregated cross search tool searching across both JISC supported and non-JISC information resources specially selected by the hubs themselves. 

· A streamlined account management system which acts as a trusted broker between the user and an authentication service such as Athens on behalf of resource providers. 

· A user profiling store

· Alerting services

· A range of additional services, such as an aggregated newsfeeds, 

The project is committed to using open source products wherever possible, and our development strategy has been to create areas of functionality in modular "portlets" which can be embedded in a portal framework. It is therefore an aim of the project to explore the feasibility of embedding the portlets within alternative third party portal environments, such as institutional portals and virtual learning environments, and to make this technology open source.

2.2 Progress to date

As stated above, the initial aim of the Subject Portals Project (SPP) was to increase the visibility of the resources of the JISC IE by developing portal services for the five participating RDN hubs. It is clear how the project has moved beyond this primary objective both in its deliverables and as a learning process. Whilst we are on course to meet the project deliverables, the software development strategy adopted has potential utility for others developing portals for learning and teaching who may wish to explore embedding the SPP portlet developments within their own portal environments. Furthermore, the project has proved to be example of best practice for distributed team working (acknowledged as such in a QA Focus case study in November 2002); and more specifically, of successful development work involving the various hubs of the RDN. The recent report to the RDN Centre by Mike Tedd  (Mike Tedd: The Resource Discovery Network - Implementation Issues, September 2002) recommended that co-operative work by the RDN hubs’ technical staff would improve the functionality and performance of all the hubs’ services, and the SPP is an illustration of how this development strategy can work in practice. 

The portal prototype developed by the SPP will be installed at the five participating RDN hubs by August 2003, the completion date of the project. These services have been designed in a modular “portlet” fashion, to allow the hubs to select those functions that they wish to install, rather than obliging them to implement entire portals wholesale. The exceptions to this are the portal framework, authorisation/ authentication (“account management”) system and the back-end database of user profiles as these form part of the core portal framework, and each hub will install these core modules. The hubs will then be responsible for integrating the installations with their existing services by redesigning their sites to take account of the new developments; producing user guides and on-screen help to introduce users to the portal services; and to carry out promotional work to raise awareness of the new services. The hubs will be guided on design, usability and accessibility issues relating to the portal services by the recommendations included in a report which the SPP will deliver in May 2003 (see the list of project deliverables above).

2.3 Case for additional funding

There clearly remains a strong desire within the UK HE/FE community for greater simplicity in users’ interaction with electronic information services in support of learning, teaching and research. The continued funding of the subject portals work within the RDN framework will enable the JISC to meet this desire through providing both subject-focused portals on the web and supporting institutions development of local interfaces which mediate users’ interaction with the plethora of information sources. There are a number of significant university portal developments underway (e.g. LSE, Hull) and the proposal here outlines maintenance of the SPP software as open source which the community can utilise and build upon to deliver innovative institutional information services for higher and further education.

There is a strong case for on-going maintenance and development of the SPP portal services to be continued in its current distributed fashion (i.e. “across” the hubs), with the work co-ordinated centrally. As Mike Tedd’s report suggests, centralised development work on services which have been installed at more than one hub would be more cost efficient than work carried out by the hubs individually. Such a strategy also dovetails with the aspirations outlined in the RDN Network, Hardware and Application Software Policy, which outlines a transition to an environment in which all hubs use the same software package to deliver services and technical developments anywhere in the network can therefore be utilised at other services.
It should also be noted that due to SPP’s distributed development policy to this time, no one hub-based technician has worked on every portal service, and so may find it extremely difficult to maintain all the services installed at his or her hub. Retaining the distributed development structure would allow those developers with particular expertise (for instance in the development of the account management system) to advise their colleagues at the other hubs on the maintenance requirements.

3. Proposed areas of work

3.1 Introduction

The activities proposed here cover the on-going maintenance and development of the portal installations at the RDN hubs and funding requested does not cover “service activities” such as user support, negotiation with content partners, major end-user promotional activity and statistical reporting to the JISC MU. 

It should be noted that SPP will endeavour to establish and maintain links with content partners through this next stage of the project. Current content partners will be notified of the extension to the project and agreements obtained from them to continue access arrangements for the use of a demonstrator for an additional 12 months. Access negotiations beyond this date will be the responsibility of the JISC Collections team for JISC targets and the responsibility of the hubs for non-JISC targets.  
The development of the portals software into full blown services to be delivered through hubs will require continued discussion with the JISC Services and Development teams and revisions to SLAs and forward funding profiles.
3.2 WP1 - Centralised co-ordination of the ongoing maintenance and development of the portal services at the hubs

Responsibility: UKOLN/ILRT
Timescale: Months 1-12

Deliverables: A. Managed Open Source Software, B. Interim report, C. Final report

We propose that developers working at individual hubs continue to be supported by project and software management staff as has been the case throughout the life of SPP. The role of the central project management and technical lead has been vital to the success of the SPP project to this point. UKOLN will take responsibility for the overall progress of the project ensuring deadlines are met, co-ordinating task allocation, reporting to JISC and performing an advocacy role for the project in presentations, articles, and general marketing activities. ILRT’s role is to take the technical lead ensuring the software modules produced independently at hubs are able to interact and function appropriately within the overall software framework. The two posts also provide a facilitating role leading technical and strategic discussion both in person and using online meeting software. 

In addition to the above, the UKOLN and ILRT will take responsibility for making the SPP software outputs available as a managed Open Source resource for the community. This will involve:

· Producing and maintaining the appropriate documentation

· Integrating software updates and additions from the developer community

· Managing version releases of software

· Supporting basic queries from developers/implementers in the .ac.uk community

· Investigation into buy-in of open source software by the community by contact with the Open Source Focus post

· Endorsing the use of the SPP software outputs through promotional literature, workshops etc.

N.B. SPP will give a demonstration of the Subject Portal demonstrator to JCIE at the November meeting.  
3.3 WP 2 - Interface design

Responsibility: ILRT, EEVL, Hubs 

Timescale: Months 1-4

Deliverable: D. Generic interface for use at all hubs with facility to tailor by individual brand

This workpackage will underpin the implementation of the software at RDN hubs. Through undertaking this groundwork at one hub, we are making the best use of available funds and future RDN users will benefit from a more uniform look and feel within the portal framework when using services at one or more hub. The workpackage will produce a generic RDN portal interface into which hubs can put their own branding. This work will build on the information gleaned from the usability and user testing work undertaken during SPP and undertaken by the project staff at EEVL. The interface will be specifically designed to interoperate with the portlet services and will present broadly the same features and functionality to all users of the Resource Discovery Network, whichever hubs they utilise, whilst maintaining the established brand of each individual hub.

3.4 WP 3 - Installation of the portal services and interface and interface development at RDN hubs 
Responsibility: ILRT, Hubs

Timescale: Months 3-8

Deliverable: E. “Beta” portal services at all hubs

The installation of the existing services at the hubs of the RDN will require the following work to be undertaken:

· The preparation of a build environment:

· The installation of a Java 1.4 SDK

· The installation of the Apache Ant tool.

· The SPP software bundle rolled out and localized (this has already been done to a greater or lesser extent in the individual hub demo portals but will require quite a lot more work on integration.)

· The selection and installation of a Java Servlet Container (consistent with the 2.3 version of the servlet specification)

· The deployment of the SPP software within a customised Jetspeed:

· this is automated by the build environment

· Integration and further customisation of the deployed product:

· the details of this vary depending on site specifics. For example,
There may be configuration or small amounts of code required to interface with preexisting local authentication mechanisms. The degree of integration of the SPP portlets within the existing UI at a site may vary, and is dependent on the technology used at that site.

3.5 WP 4 - Further development of the portal services

Responsibility: ILRT, hubs

Timescale: Months 1-10

Deliverables: F. Enhanced cross-search portlet functionality, G. Broker portlet, H. Enhanced account management portlet, 

This workpackage will utilise the distributed software development team coordinated by ILRT in order to work on the following deliverables: 

· Use of additional machine-2-machine protocols in the cross-search service (e.g. SOAP, XML, OAI)

This deliverable will develop a second iteration of the cross-search portlet. At present the cross-search is mainly based on the Z39.50 protocol, although work is currently in progress to extend this to enable interoperation with services delivering data via SOAP and XML. We wish to continue this work to include resources made available via these protocols in the SPP cross-search, and also to work to include resources delivered via OAI. Where such targets are available, the team will also explore SRW searching of remote resources

· Exploration of the of the X-grain and ZBLSA tools as broker services

This deliverable will explore the issues of including broker targets within the cross-search portlet and its impact upon other areas such as result presentation and authentication and authorization, following initial exploratory research with the Xgrain and ZBLSA project team which will be carried out in the current project timetable. Where necessary, further work on the relevant portlets will be undertaken in order that the overall cross-search framework is able to accommodate broker targets in a robust and secure manner.

· Further development of the account management system

This deliverable will further develop the SPP’s account management system to enable it to conform with applicable open standards. Now that Athens has been confirmed as the JISC’s chosen third party Access Management System (AMS) for the next three years, we wish to continue our collaborative relationship with EduServe to ensure interoperability with the open standards being adopted for Athens (e.g. SOAP, X.509 certificates, and its Shibboleth system http://shibboleth.internet2.edu/ which is being designed to support inter-institutional sharing of web resources subject to access controls). 

Additionally, we wish to consider in greater depth the integration of the AM functionality within RDN hubs’ own architectures and other portal frameworks. We propose that the most effective approach to address both this issue and that of compliance with AMS open standards is to implement an open standard for machine-to-machine interoperability at the programming level. SOAP is emerging as such a standard, using as it does the HTTP infrastructure and XML to provide web services independent from the programming language. Developing the AM functionality as an AM SOAP API will ease the integration within hubs which are invariably based on PHP or Perl. SOAP APIs exist for these and other languages. This proposed approach is also in line with the proposed architecture underpinning RDN Shared Services and the JISC Information Environment. 

3.6 WP 5 - Development of additional services 

Responsibility: ILRT, hubs

Timescale: Months 1-12

· Deliverables: J. E-journal search engine portlet K. Events/conference listing portlet, L. News aggregation portlet
Further service/portlet developments will be informed by the user requirements survey conducted on behalf of the SPP by Malcolm Moffat of EEVL and Richard Young of the Maths Portal in July 2002. This identified user priorities for the further development of portal services from a list of over 50.  From this group, several services were of clear interest to the user sample surveyed and the current project is aiming to deliver:

· E-Journal search engine portlet

This will build on the work done at the existing harvested index service developed at EEVL (see http://www.eevl.ac.uk/eese/index.html) and integrate this into the portal framework. The portlet will enable users to conduct full text searches of freely available e-journals and similar publications. Links between SPP and the ePrints UK project will be investigated. ePrints UK is developing subject-based, national services through which the higher and further education community can access the collective output of e-print papers available from compliant Open Archive repositories (see http://www.rdn.ac.uk/projects/eprints-uk/).

· Events/conference listing portlet

This deliverable will focus on aggregating available academic events and conference listings, possibly via RSS feeds. This service was one of the top four identified by the Moffat and Young survey but time is not available in the current project to discover the best method of locating and delivering this information via the subject portals.

· News aggregation portlet
This deliverable would enhance the current news aggregation service currently under development to

enable the user to specify a number of RSS news sources for their use within the portal. Through gathering, timestamping and re-configuring RSS news items, an date ordered aggregated news page would be developed for the individual user. 

3.7 WP 6 - Evaluation of the impact on users of the portal installations at the eight participating hubs 
Responsibility: UKOLN

Timescale: Months 8-12

Deliverables: M. Evaluation report

UKOLN staff will lead this workpackage which will use focus groups and telephone interviews with existing hub users to explore the relevance and usefulness of the new services and interfaces made available at RDN hubs as part of workpackages 2, 3, 4 and 5. The focus of the evaluation will be on the users’ experience of the portal services and their usefulness and relevance to their learning, teaching or research within the UK higher and further education sector. The evaluation report may then feed into any further development and enhancement. 

3.8 WP 7 – Integrating portal services within institutional interfaces 
Responsibility: ILRT, Hubs

Timescale: Months 1-12

Deliverables: N. ​Integration modules O. Feasibility report

This workpackage will explore interoperability issues with institutional interfaces including portals and VLEs. The project will enable portlet functionality to be integrated into installations of the following systems at hub’s host institutions:

U-Portal

Blackboard

WebCT

Nathan Boddington VLE


The primary focus of this workpackage will be the development of modules which enable the cross search portlet and associated authentication and authorisation functions to be embedded in these environments. Other portlets may then be developed for embedding in these environments. This work will build on RDN-include and the Virtual Training Suite work with VLEs, the team will explore the potential mechanisms for making portlet services available through VLEs. As well as considering a standards-based approach to the Blackboard, WebCT and Boddington products, the team will look at pragmatic approaches if it becomes clear that there is not adequate support for the relevant standards.  At the end of the project a report on the feasibility and practicality of integration of portlet functionality into different environments (such as platform version etc.) will be carried out. The feasibility report may then also feed into any further development and enhancement.
3.9 WP 8 – Integrating portal services and the Information Environment Service Registry (IESR)

Responsibility: ILRT, Hubs

Timescale: Months 1-12

Deliverables: P. Interaction Report
This workpackage will address interaction between the SPP portals and the Information Environment Service Registry (IESR) and other shared services where appropriate.  The project will produce a report on interaction between portals and shared services as a deliverable.  

Project timetable

	
	
	
	
	2003
	2004
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 
	Sept
	Oct.
	Nov.
	Dec.
	Jan.
	Feb.
	March
	April
	May
	June
	July
	Aug.
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	WP2 - Interface design
	 
	 
	D
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	

	WP3 - Hub installation
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	E
	 
	 
	 
	 
	

	WP4 - Further development
	 
	F
	 
	 
	G
	 
	H
	 
	
	 
	 
	

	WP5 - Additional Services
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 J
	K
	L
	
	

	WP6 - Evaluation
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	M

	WP7 - Integrating services
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	N
	
	O
	

	WP8 - Integrating with IESR
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	P
	


Deliverables

A - Managed Open Source resource

B - Interim report

C - Final report
D - Generic interface
E - “Beta” portal services at all hubs
F - Enhanced cross-search portlet functionality

G - Broker portlets

H - Enhanced account management portlet

I - Report on interoperability with VLEs
J - E-journal search portlet, 

K – Events/conference listing portlet

L - News aggregation portlet

M - Evaluation report

N - ​Integration modules

O – Feasibility report

P - Interaction report

Project start date: September 1st 2003

2.2 Funding requested

	 
	 
	Staffing
	Travel
	Office costs
	Evaluation
	Staff development
	Totals

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Project Management (0.5 -UKOLN)
	 
	19,000
	1,000
	800
	8,000
	100
	28,900

	Technical Lead (1.0 FTE - ILRT)
	 
	38,000
	1,000
	800
	0
	100
	39,900

	Altis †
	 
	16,500
	315
	400
	0
	100
	17,315

	ArtIfact
	 
	33,000
	625
	800
	0
	200
	34,625

	BIOME †
	 
	16,500
	315
	400
	0
	100
	17,315

	EEVL
	 
	44,000
	1,200
	800
	0
	200
	46,200

	Gesource*
	 
	16,500
	315
	400
	0
	100
	17,315

	Humbul
	 
	33,000
	625
	800
	0
	200
	34,625

	PSIgate*
	 
	16,500
	315
	400
	0
	100
	17,315

	SOSIG
	 
	33,000
	625
	800
	0
	200
	34,625

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Total cost to JISC
	 
	266,000
	6,335
	6,400
	8,000
	1,400
	288,135

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	† - these two hubs developed by same technical team
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	* - these hubs  developed by same technical team
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Note: Staff funding at hubs provides for 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	technical development effort. The exception
	
	
	
	
	
	

	to this is EEVL where the staffing budget
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	also includes effort for scoping, user testing and
	
	
	
	
	

	usability work in relation to WP2 and WP5
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