Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC)

JISC Information Environment 
Portals: Investigations into User Requirements and Sustainability

INVITATION TO TENDER

Summary

1.
This invitation to tender invites proposals for the following two areas of work:

A. To build a demonstrator or demonstrators to highlight and showcase the functionality that portals developed within the JISC Information Environment can offer, so as to assess end-user reaction to this functionality, gather end-user requirements, and gauge the best means by which it may be delivered.

B. To explore the sustainability of portal developments currently taking place within the JISC Information Environment.  The work should make recommendations on the viability of portal solutions and how they should move into service.  Technical, organizational and financial aspects should be considered.  Business models for the long-term development of portals generally are also sought.


2.
Work in section A is intended to be large scale and far reaching. It should provide a body of evidence to inform the future development of portals and portal functionality in order to best support end-users in their learning, teaching, research, and administrative activities. As such the work is proposed to take place over a period of 18 months, divided into three proposed stages and timed to feed into JISC planning. Up to £150,000 is available for this work. 
3.
Work in section B is intended to take place over a five-month period and provide clear guidance and direction to JISC on the development and sustainability of current and future JISC portals as elements of the JISC Information Environment. £40,000 - £60,000 is available for this work over five months.
4.
It is envisaged that the work being commissioned through this tender invitation will be led by FE and HE institutions. Tenders for both sections should be submitted no later than Tuesday 2nd December 2003. Bidders should be in a position to commence work in January. Tenders are welcome for either or both areas of work but should be submitted separately. Only one bid will be funded in each section.
Background

5.
The Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) is a committee of the UK further (FE) and higher (HE) education funding bodies that, through funding of services and the management of development programmes, aims to help and facilitate institutions in their use of the Internet and other Information and Communications Technology (ICT) applications.

6.
One of the JISC’s key objectives is to build an online information environment that provides secure and convenient access to a comprehensive collection of scholarly and educational material.  This is based on the Information Environment (IE) Technical Architecture, which specifies a set of standards and protocols that support the development and delivery of an integrated set of networked services that allow the end-user to discover, access, use, and publish digital and physical resources as part of their learning, teaching, and research activities.  JISC is developing components within this architecture to test out and promote the use of these standards and provide appropriate services to the community.
7.
Portals play a key role in enabling the end-user to discover resources by facilitating the ability to interact with multiple services in a seamless way.  The Portals Programme has been developing a number of portals to test out this role in three areas:
· Subject-based portals (through the Subject Portals Project, based at the hubs of the Resource Discovery Network);
· Format-based portals (through the Go-Geo!, Pixus and Xgrain projects, based on JISC collecting areas);
· User community-based portals (through the Learning & Teaching Portal, Finder, project, a joint initiative with the Learning and Teaching Support Network).
8.
These projects are all maturing during 2004 and have developed a range of portal functionality that can support end-users in their discovery of resources and information.  This functionality is often complex and provides access routes to information far beyond that provided by web search engines, offering the possibility of richer information retrieval.  The portals developed have been tested by the projects to a limited degree with end-users and some exploration of the delivery of this functionality in a service environment has taken place.

9. An important development in considering the future of JISC portal developments is how these fit with ongoing institutional trends.  The use of virtual and managed learning environments and institutional portals is an increasing one (see http://www.mlestudy.ac.uk), and there may be a balance to be struck between where end-users discover information: through internal or external services.  In assessing the use of portals and portal functionality, the balance between maintaining a separate portal site and integration of portal functionality in institutional environments requires investigation.

10. Of equal importance to portals is the content they provide access to.  The standards and protocols of the IE offer great potential to, but place real burdens on, content providers.  These issues are being addressed through the work of the Publisher and Library/Learning Solutions (PALS) Group (see http://www.palsgroup.org.uk/) and through the recent PALS Metadata and Interoperability projects (see http://www.jisc.ac.uk/programme_pals.html).  The benefits of portals are limited by the breadth of content they can deliver and creating and sustaining appropriate content is a key requirement for their future success.  Content in this context refers to commercial content plus content produced by the FE and HE community and related agencies.
11. The use of shared infrastructure to support portals is an integral part of the IE Technical Architecture (see http://www.jisc.ac.uk/programme_shared_services.html).  Use of such infrastructure will take away the need to duplicate effort and areas of functionality at the portal itself.  This model offers great potential, but is not fully tested as yet.

12. In order to inform plans for the future of the current portal projects, and future portal development generally, the JISC wishes to commission two areas of work.  These will be as follows:

A. To build a demonstrator or demonstrators to highlight and showcase the functionality that portals developed within the JISC Information Environment can offer, so as to assess end-user reaction to this functionality, gather end-user requirements, and gauge the best means by which it may be delivered.

B. To explore the sustainability of portal developments currently taking place within the JISC Information Environment.  The work should make recommendations on the viability of portal solutions and how they should move into service.  Technical, organizational and financial aspects should be considered. Business models for the long-term development of portals generally are also sought.

A: Portal Demonstrators - Examining User Requirements and Impact

13.
The JISC now wishes to investigate more fully the generic and specific benefits to end-users of portals and portal functionality and how these can support tasks that end-users carry out in their learning, teaching, research, and administration.
14.
This work will be based around the outputs from the current portal projects and the building of a demonstrator or demonstrators around these and other technologies to allow practical end-user interaction and response.  This work will thus entail both technical and evaluative activity.  Teams offering both sets of skills or consortia bringing together different skill sets will be considered; portal projects should remain independent of the evaluative activity.  The projects should be sub-contracted as required to supply appropriate functionality and services towards the development of the demonstrators.  It is important to gather real evidence on how end-users search for information and how portals could support and facilitate this.

15.
Demonstrators have previously been developed within JISC to highlight how information retrieval could be extended across a number of public agencies, forming the Common Information Environment (see http://www.jisc.ac.uk/wg_cie_home.html).  Experience of building these may inform this work on the specific aspects of how portals and portal functionality can be used.  Further information on these demonstrators will be supplied to the successful bidder on award of the work.
Terms of Reference

16.
The work to be undertaken will be carried out in three stages over the period of the study.  The terms of reference provided are divided up between these stages to give an outline of the progression of the work, although time periods for each stage are not yet fixed.  Proposals should address how they will carry out the work required and indicate any adjustments felt to be necessary to this timetable in order to fulfill the overall requirements of the study.  Stages may run concurrently if deemed practical.  Final confirmation of the timetable of work will be carried out in negotiation with the successful bidder.

17.
Stage 1 should include the following areas of work:

· undertake desk research to identify how end-users search for information and link this work with a survey of a sample of representative end-users from the FE and HE communities with the aim of identifying what their requirements for search functionality are.
End users should include the following groups:

· Students – A level, GNVQ, undergraduate, postgraduate (taught and research), distance learners;
· Staff – lecturers, support staff, researchers, academics, administrators, librarians.
The research should also address awareness of portals as a tool and interface for searching.  This work should take into account existing knowledge on user requirements and practice (see below) and seek to extend this.  Bidders should be able to demonstrate familiarity with information seeking behaviour research generally.
· build a demonstrator or demonstrators to highlight and showcase the full range of functionality that portals developed within the JISC Information Environment can offer.  A full list of portal developments and contact details is available on request.  The demonstrator(s) should be designed in order to facilitate end-user interaction and the carrying out of a variety of information retrieval tasks so as to test user reaction and impact.

Fundamental to the demonstrators will be an intelligent, web-based search interface for users, capable of running on standard browsers, which is fast, simple and easy to use.  It is recognized that for the purposes of the demonstrators it will not be possible to overcome all the barriers to rapid searching and interoperability.  It will therefore be necessary to establish temporary prototype arrangements to simulate access in some cases.

· in addition, the demonstrator(s) should investigate and incorporate, where possible and appropriate, external functionality licensed from commercial or open source software products.  This should include, but not be limited to, software for searching, personalisation, visualization, and knowledge/information management.  It should include the use of the Google search engine and Google APIs alongside the functionality of the portals.  Proposals are invited to recommend, cost and prioritise additional functionality they feel it would be valuable to test, with a view to how this might further the goal of the Information Environment in providing seamless access to resources and facilitating user interaction.  Further testing of such external functionality will take place in stage 3 according to agreed priorities.

· use the demonstrator(s) to test end-user reaction to and impact on the functionality presented, using a variety of real information retrieval tasks that end-users perform.  End-users should be representative as for the desk research.  This testing should cover use of JISC portal functionality on its own and in tandem with the external functionality incorporated, to compare user impact and identify how users may efficiently discover, locate, access and use resources.

· use the demonstrator(s) to examine the value of cross-searching and other routes for accessing information, and the level and granularity that each route should be best provided at for effectively carrying out information retrieval tasks.  The latter should include an examination of whether the portal route and shallow searching offered results in any significant loss of functionality.  In contrast, it should also include an investigation of the role of portals in providing the ability to carry out advanced searching.  This is as opposed to passing users onto the host site of the resources after an initial search.  It should also include an examination of the scope for allowing users access to full content in the portal.  Recommendations for achieving the latter where not available are required.

· use the demonstrator(s) to investigate user requirements for search functionality in general and for portal functionality more specifically.  This should take on board the findings of the desk research and compare and contrast these.

· investigate the existence and use of non-portal search environments and the range, quality, richness and prioritization of resources these offer, and compare and contrast these against available and desired portal functionality.

18.
Stage 2 should investigate:

· the current distinctions in portal development within the JISC Information Environment, to determine whether they are individually valid for use by end-users, or whether some combination of functionality may be more valuable, for example functionality across subject and format boundaries.  If the latter, what level and type of combination is required.

· interaction between portals and the functionality offered by the shared infrastructure being developed within the IE, and report on user reaction and requirements for such interaction. Such interaction should be tested with users through the demonstrator(s) where feasible.

· the benefits or otherwise of delivering portal functionality through a dedicated and separate portal site as opposed to the integration of portal functionality within another environment.  The latter may include known websites or an institutional environment, e.g., a VLE, an institutional portal, or a library management system.  This should include an investigation of the context in which portal functionality is integrated and recommendations on the value of taking separate distinct portal developments further.

· the benefits or otherwise of personalisation within portals, to include an investigation of both implicit and explicit personalization and the effect personalisation has on searching behaviour.  This should be carried out in the context of a portal being used via a separate site or integrated in an institutional or other environment.
19.
Stage 3 should investigate:

· a re-iteration of testing carried out in stages 1 and 2 in the context of real portal environments, both national and institutional.

· testing of agreed external functionality alongside JISC portal functionality within the demonstrator(s), to extend the work started in stage 1.

· a re-iteration of testing with new and enhanced external and/or internal functionality within the demonstrator(s) as it becomes available.  The exact level and nature of such testing to be agreed with the successful bidder.

20.
Bidders should demonstrate their ability to work flexibly and incorporate developments in portals and associated functionality over the duration of the project.

21. The findings and recommendations of the Usability, HCI Design and Visualization studies should be taken on board and addressed in all work.  Please note the latter two will not complete until January 2004.
· Usability Foundation Study – http://www.jisc.ac.uk/project_usability1.html 

· HCI Design Foundation Study - http://www.jisc.ac.uk/project_hci_design.html 

· Visualization Foundation Study - http://www.jisc.ac.uk/project_visualization.html 

Previous Work 

22. The JISC has previously funded a number of user studies to investigate how users search, retrieve, and access information within the JISC Information Environment and generally.  Additionally, the requirements for and existing functionality in variety of environments have also been previously examined.  The findings of these projects should be taken into account in the planning of this work.
· The JUBILEE (http://online.unn.ac.uk/faculties/art/information_studies/imri/jubilee/default.asp) and JUSTEIS (http://www.dil.aber.ac.uk/dils/research/justeis/jisctop.htm) studies;
· EDNER (http://www.cerlim.ac.uk/edner); 
· CCInterop User Behaviour study (http://ccinterop.cdlr.strath.ac.uk/overview.htm); 
· The Usability, HCI Design, and Visualization Foundation Studies as indicated above;
· The PORTAL project (http://www.fair-portal.hull.ac.uk/deliverables.html); 

· The MLE Landscape Study (http://www.mlestudy.ac.uk);
· Outcomes from the Building MLEs in HE Programme (http://www.jisc.ac.uk/programme_mle_he.html). 

Deliverables

23. The substantial outputs from this project will be:

· A demonstrator or demonstrators that can be used to showcase JISC portal and portal functionality developments to the Further and Higher Education communities.

· A series of reports based on an agreed breakdown of activity and key issues.  These reports should provide recommendations on the best course of future action.  Proposals should make their own recommendations as to the scope of these reports.  The reports should be written for use in the community and for dissemination of the key issues involved in using portals.  As such, they should be prepared in way that will allow ongoing dissemination in non-documentary formats (e.g., as a webpage).   Draft copies will be required prior to completion.
· A final report to the JISC of all activities undertaken.

Timescale

24. This work is large scale and it is anticipated it will run over 18 months.  Work should commence in early January 2004. Timings for the stages described in the terms of reference should be proposed with a clear indication of overlap.  As a guide, suggested timings are as follows:

· Stage 1 – 6-8 months

· Stage 2 – 6-8 months

· Stage 3 – 2-6 months

Evaluation Criteria

25. Bids will be assessed by an expert panel made up from members of the community and JISC Executive in accordance with the following criteria:

· Compliance with and understanding of the terms of reference;
· Quality and comprehensiveness of the proposal;
· Relevant experience of the organization(s) and individuals involved;
· Flexibility of approach and ability to adapt;
· Technical expertise;
· Value for money.
Funding Available

26.
Funding of £150K (inclusive of VAT and related travel and subsistence) is available over the 18-month timescale of the project.  Proposals must include a full timetable of the work and how the budget would be allocated against this, including a breakdown of costs for each of the three stages. 
B: Business and Technical Sustainability and Long-Term Portal Development

27.
The current portal developments have been taken forward as projects and pilots in the three distinct areas indicated in paragraph 7.  They have built up experience of the ways that portal technology can be used and have developed a range of software and other outputs.  There is a need, however, to better understand how these portals could be embedded and sustained and what viability these developments have.  Furthermore, it is recognised that these distinctions may not carry over to a service environment, where a combination of functionality and approach may be more appropriate.

28. A study of the business and technical sustainability of current portal developments is required.  This should take into account the different aspects of the portals – the content they provide access to, the functionality provided, the shared infrastructure available, and the services available – and provide models for their future.  In particular, how the current portal projects could move into service.  Long-term models for the future development of portals are required to ensure the greatest benefit to end-users when discovering information as well as offering value for money in terms of the related costs and benefits.

Terms of Reference

29.
The study should focus on the current portal developments within the JISC as basis for exploration of the issues.  A full list with contact details can be supplied on request.  Examination of other national portal initiatives should also be undertaken, though, to identify possible benefits and similarities.  This part of the study should:

· examine the current portal projects, their outputs and the functionality they offer, and make recommendations for how and whether these should be sustained beyond the lifetime of the current project funding.

Possibilities for sustainability of service to be addressed should include, but not be limited to, public funding, commercial funding, licensing, subscription, or combinations of different approaches.

Possibilities for technical sustainability to be addressed should include, but not be limited to, open source, public funding, commercial options, licensing, or combinations of different approaches.

· make recommendations on the possible association of portals with existing services, JISC or otherwise, and the case for independence in the provision of a service.

· make recommendations on the relative benefits and sustainability of separate portal sites against the development of portal functionality for integration in an institutional environment, or combinations of these.

· make recommendations on the sustainability and future development of the software used within the JISC portals and how this might affect the sustainability of the portals themselves.
· investigate which model or models of sustainability are acceptable by the FE and HE community.

· report on the level of effort against cost and benefit for different models of sustainability, and the risks attached in taking each forward.

· make recommendations on the best means for sustaining and expanding the body of content that can be delivered through portals.  This should include an examination of relationships with content providers and the issues of branding and functionality offered for access to this content.  Consideration of potential partnerships, communities of practice, re-purposing of content, promotion, support and skills required for the upkeep of portals is needed.
· make recommendations on the relationship between portals and shared infrastructure and how this might be further established.

· ensure that all sustainability proposals be made in the context of JISC strategy, planning and developments.

· on the basis of the research carried out, make recommendations on the transition and sustainability of the portals to service and the sustainability of any technical developments.

30.
The study should also address the long-term development of portals and provide models through which this may take place so as to provide the greatest long-term benefits to users when discovering information.  This work should be informed by the findings and ongoing work of the Common Information Environment (see http://www.jisc.ac.uk/wg_cie_home.html); whilst the emphasis of CIE work is access to content, the emphasis here is functionality.  This part of the study should:

· highlight general and specific experience and lessons learnt from current portal developments and make recommendations for models of future portal development.

· examine the JISC IE portal model, as laid out in the IE Technical Architecture, and make recommendations on its suitability for the basis of future work.  Where gaps are noted or changes are recommended, a full explanation of these should be given.

· examine and make recommendations on whether full portal development or the development of individual portal services or functionality might be most valuable in the future.  This should address the technical aspects of this issue, covering the potential of web services, the portlet model of development, and associated standards.

· extend the recommendations made for the sustainability of current portal developments indicated above to future portal developments.  This should include the relationship with content providers and the building up of a body of content suitable for delivery through a portal, plus the relationship with shared infrastructure and the role of portals within institutional environments.

Deliverables

31.
The main deliverable from this study will be a final report on the business and technical sustainability for current and future portal developments, with clear guidance and recommended models. This report should be written for use in the community and as dissemination of the key issues involved in using portals.  As such, they should be prepared in way that will allow ongoing dissemination in non-documentary formats (e.g., as a webpage).  A draft copy of the report will be required prior to completion.

Timescale

32.
The study should take place over a five-month period, starting in January 2004 or as soon as possible thereafter.  A draft copy of the report should be delivered by the end of month 4.

Evaluation Criteria

33.
Bids will be assessed by an expert panel made up from members of the community and JISC Executive in accordance with the following criteria:

· Compliance with and understanding of the terms of reference;
· Quality and comprehensiveness of the proposal;
· Relevant experience of the organization(s) and individuals involved;
· Clarity and practicality of proposal;
· Value for money.
Funding Available

34. Funding of between £40K and £60K (inclusive of VAT and related travel and subsistence) is available over the five-month timescale of the project.  Proposals should include a full timetable of the work and how the budget would be allocated against this.

Dissemination

35.
The information provided from these pieces of work and reports to the funding bodies, and the rights to all other output, shall become HEFCE’s property.

36.
Nevertheless, the contractor(s) are also encouraged to explore possibilities of publication in professional literature to help disseminate and raise awareness of the issues and outcomes.

Proposals

37.
Proposals for sections A and B should clearly and fully demonstrate the following:

· Knowledge and understanding of portal technologies and related organisational and cultural issues;
· Knowledge and understanding of Higher and Further Education sectors;
· Experience in undertaking similar types of work;
· Methodology to be adopted;
· A work plan with milestones and deliverables;
· Details of personnel to work on the project;
· Overall budget and detailed breakdown by main areas of work (and by stage in the case of Section A), including the relevant daily rates against each member of the team to work on the study.

Management of the Work

38.
The contracts will be overseen by Chris Awre, a member of the JISC Executive. However the contractors should provide a plan of work that will facilitate this and will report at regular intervals as agreed at the time of commissioning.

Submission Process

39.
Proposals of no more than ten pages of A4 for section A and five pages of A4 for section B should be submitted both in hard copy (single sided; unbound) and email versions.

40.
Proposals (both hard copy and electronic versions) must be received no later than 12 noon on Tuesday 2nd December 2003.  Faxed or late proposals will not be accepted.

41.
All proposals should be sent to:


Nike Holmes, JISC Executive, Northavon House, Coldharbour Lane, Bristol, BS16 1QD.      tel: 0117 931 7427; email: N.Holmes@jisc.ac.uk
42.
The JISC reserves the right not to select any proposals.
Further Information

43. 
Any queries regarding this tender should be sent to: 

Chris Awre, Portals Programme Manager, JISC London Office, e-mail: c.awre@jisc.ac.uk 

JISC Executive

October 2003
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