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This presentation is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 

3.0 License- http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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My UW-Madison Launched in 2000 as the campus enterprise portal

Serves 80,000+ applicants, students, faculty and staff

Millions of logins a month.

Contains 75+ portlets

Focus has been on personalized information, application aggregation, user 

customization
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Some held the perception the portal had become dated

Partially due to a UI that had not changed since the inception

Some postulated the portal had outlived its usefulness

Web 2.0, social networking, mobile computing more prevalent 
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Original guidelines no longer fit/appropriate

Confusion over what should be in; my.wisc.edu vs. www.wisc.edu
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While some service providers enthusiastically added more content and 

applications

Others complain that portal is a drag on resources w/out clear justification

Governance became less effective

<div xmlns:cc="http://creativecommons.org/ns#" 
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We are in the middle of a major campus strategic planning effort for IT.

It seemed appropriate that we look at how the portal fits into the campus IT 

landscape.
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•Identified champions – key visionary stakeholders

•Framed goals - principles, vision, governance

•Held several multi-hour working sessions – with representatives from across 

campus. Need to have collaborative attitude.

•Identified new functionality – what will the new portal look like? helped frame 

and verify the guidelines and principles.

•Developed principles – guidelines on what is appropriate for the portal

•Addressed structure and process – how are we going to effectively execute our 

vision?
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The portal visioning processes was guided by trusted champions. These were 

key leaders from several campus offices that came together with an open mind 

and a supportive attitude. They included 

•Associate Vice Chancellor from Enrollment Management

•Associate Director of University Communications

•Graduate School CIO

•Director of Cross College Advising

•Director of Academic Technology

•Director of Enterprise Internet Services
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We aimed to achieve the following:

Identify principles and requirements to help guide portal development

Create new process and structure that can help execute the portal vision

Encourage active portal champions who can provide leadership
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We held a series of working sessions to solicit input from across campus. The 

attendees included service provider representatives from various administrative 

offices as well as faculty, staff and student representatives. They were instructed 

to be open minded and visionary. We started with a pair of half-day sessions that 

had a mixed group of about 25 participants. We later held two additional 

student-only sessions focused with 10 participants in each session.
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It was important to clarify what was NOT visioning.

Avoid using “no”, “we can’t”, “costs too much”, “bad idea”

Had one flip chart where we stuck non-visioning comments
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Participants were asked to close their eyes and imagine logging on to the portal 

five years from now. 

What would be in the portal?

What would it look like?

What kind of experience would it be?
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Each group (i.e., table) was asked to come up with a vision of the portal and 

how it should function with respect to the array of information and services 

provided both on and off campus. They were asked to represent this vision as a 

drawing. At the end of the session, each table summarized the important 

features. The image and the summaries are presented below.
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Between sessions, we looked at the different visual representations and 

developed what we called our Wants Map. This template contained areas of 

interest around “me”, “presentation” and “services”. 

Participants were asked to use stick notes to identify individual wants or 

requirements and place them on the wants map.
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In small working groups, the wants were used to generate guidelines that would 

support the wants.

For example

Providing campus services in portal: Campus infrastructure and applications 

need to share common standards and APIs 

Internal/External: The portal should access to personal, internal info 

Ease of use: All portal content should be tag-able and searchable
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The individual groups then shared the guidelines with the large group. 

In retrospect, we would have done this in round-robin fashion and focused on 

the top priorities and had discussions looking for general agreement. 

We ended up with 60 “guidelines” in nine areas, although some of these were 

more like specific wants or requirements, not general guidelines.
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All of our work was collected and posted on the wiki.

The core team then developed draft principles

(show principles)
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The detailed principles to develop a narrative of axioms, requirements, 

principles to make them more easily digestible for a broader audience
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We are in the process of vetting these principles with groups across campus. 
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Our goals for the vetting process are to

•Receive general feedback on the principles

•Indicate that there is support for portal integration from the highest levels and 

from across campus

•Help establish a dialog with campus groups, departments and administrative 

offices



uPortal Administration 49

A core group of visioning champions and portal sponsors have developed a new 
structure to support continued growth and development of the portal.

The executive group will consist of 6-8 high level representatives that will oversee 
vision, strategic direction and policy for the portal. They will also help with resource 
procurement, advocacy and fostering collaboration. They will rely on input from the 
Advisory Group and Service Team.

The Advisory Group will be a larger group with representatives from across campus. 
This will include representatives from campus departments, administrative service areas 
and end users. They will help develop functional requirements, provide feedback for 
improvement.

The Service Team is responsible for the day to day operation of the portal. They help 
ensure that development is consistent with the portal principles and the advisory group 
desires.

The development groups are funded through the budgets of service providers, 
departments, or the central budget. They are not directed by the service team but are 
expected to work loosely with it.

The Infrastructure team maintains the portal infrastructure and develops general purpose 
portlets. They serve both the service team and the developer teams.
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I’ll leave you with a few of the insights we have distilled so far. These point to a 

noticeable shift in the role the portal will play on campus. It is clear that our 

participants still feel the portal continues to be a critical campus resource.
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More details about our process and the results are available here: 

http://bit.ly/MyUW-Visioning
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I’m the Director of Strategy within the Office of the Vice Provost IT at the 

University of British Columbia. In addition, I’m the Vice Chair of the Jasig 

board.

Full bio: 

http://www.educause.edu/Community/MemDir/Profiles/JensHaeusser/50001
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10 years later, our vision for the campus portal has grown and changed. Our 

original ideas, while still important, have been modified and supplemented with 

additional requirements.
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One of our original focuses was on customization. We thought a key feature of 

portals was to allow students, faculty and staff to customize the layout and the 

portlets they saw. Unfortunately many of the customization interfaces were 

clunky and hard to use, leading to very few people actually customizing their 

portal view, or only at a superficial level.

This screenshot comes from the current UBC portal running uPortal 2.5.3-

https://my.ubc.ca
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Adding new content was similarly clunky- unless provided in the default view, it 

was very hard for people to find additional content that was relevant to what 

they were wanting to do.

This screenshot comes from the current UBC portal uPortal 2.5-

https://my.ubc.ca
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While customization is important, why are we forcing our users through these 

complicated and non-intuitive customization interfaces, when we already know 

so much about them? What we’ve been told is that people want personalized 

content that is relevant to who they are and what they can do at our institutions.
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We already know so much about people who connect with the portal- their 

institutional affiliations and roles, and a wide range of additional information 

that should allow us to personalize the portal to their particular requirements, 

without pushing customization off onto them.
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Given the rich amount of information we do know, the portal needs to reflect 

this, and provide that personalized experience.
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Our investigation has also found that, with often hundreds of different websites 

on online applications that could be potentially useful and accessible to students, 

faculty, and staff, the portal could be a critical resource for showing them all of 

the varied content available to them. In addition, the portal can go a long way 

toward providing a seamless experience of navigating our campuses, blurring 

and obscuring the various departmental and political boundaries that often 

frustrate our participants, providing that sense of a single institution rather than a 

fractured, independent landscape.
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When first designing the portal, we thought that the portal should be the place 

not just to find content, but to interact with it.
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The drive to pull content into the portal hasn’t worked in many cases- complex 

web applications don’t integrate well, and the sheer range and complexity of 

potential information has led to bewildering choices for users.



uPortal Administration 69

How do we help users choose where to focus? When faced with hundreds of 

potential resources, and daily workflows that can involve moving between a 

range of enterprise systems (LMS, SIS, CMS, etc), how can we assist users in 

choosing what to do next?
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Interactive dashboards that summarize content from a range of enterprise 

services can give people the information and tools they need to help them 

choose where to go and what to do next.
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The portal at the University of Maryland, Baltimore Campus is a good example. 

The dashboard on the top left summarizes information across their enterprise 

notification system, CMS, email, calendar, and LMS.

This screenshot comes from the current custom developed UMBC portal, 

https://my.umbc.edu/
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If you hover over one of the notifications, it brings up a popup showing more 

information (subject of the alert, course that has new content, etc), and provides 

a single click deep link into the system the content comes from, letting people 

move seamlessly directly to the content that has changed.

This screenshot comes from the current custom developed UMBC portal, 

https://my.umbc.edu/
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The modern portal must also play well in a web 2.0 world- bringing the full 

range of modern technologies (AJAX, JSON, etc) into the portal.
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The interactivity of Web 2.0 has been used to help deal with the customization 

problem- dramatically improving customization through AJAX tools such as 

drag and drop and live previews.

This screenshot comes from the current Yale portal running uPortal 3.1, 

https://portal.yale.edu

uPortal: http://www.jasig.org/uportal
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AJAX has also simplified the addition of new portlets, using inline search and 

customized portlet display based on roles.

This screenshot comes from the current Yale portal running uPortal 3.1, 

https://portal.yale.edu

uPortal: http://www.jasig.org/uportal



uPortal Administration 76

Combining content inside the portal is also a key feature. However, as important 

as it is to be able to bring content into the portal, it’s also very important to work 

with content providers to allow their content to be leveraged by students, faculty, 

and staff outside of the portal as well- allow users to create their own mashups 

and aggregation in the tools that work for them.
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Yale uses AJAX and JSON to combine information from Google Maps and a 

Yale database to present a searchable campus map within the portal.

This screenshot comes from the current Yale portal running uPortal 3.1, 

https://portal.yale.edu

uPortal: http://www.jasig.org/uportal
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A number of schools have also integrated social networking into their portal, 

often with rich interaction- the two Facebook portlets don’t just show summary 

information, they allow portal users to update Facebook information without 

leaving the portal.

This screenshot comes from the current Yale portal running uPortal 3.0.1, 

https://portal.uci.edu

The Facebook portlet is available in the Jasig Portlet collection, http://www.ja-

sig.org/wiki/display/PLT/Home 
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The portal has also been positioned as a potential frontend for a Service 

Oriented Architecture- the place to coordinate and display information from a 

range of headless business services.
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Complex applications such as Kuali Student (http://student.kuali.org/) are now 

being built using SOA, and have worked on the potential integration with 

portals. While an early vision was to provide all of the content of these 

applications within the portal, the need for high level of usability in these 

complex, enterprise systems has led to a change in direction. While an entire 

enterprise SOA app may not lend itself well to being presented entirely within 

the portal, there is still a need for dashboarding of a number of the underlying 

services, which display well in the portal. In addition, smaller services that are 

not part of an enterprise application display very well within the portal.
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One of the key challenges with earlier portals has been around usability and 

accessibility. Older portal frameworks have often been clunky, and difficult to 

adapt for users with a wide range of needs.
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One project that has tackled the problem of usability and accessibility for web 

applications in general, and portals specifically, is the Fluid project 

(http://www.fluidproject.org/). Fluid has come out with both a range of AJAX 

based software components that can integrate well with portals, but also a range 

of resources for designers and developers (UI walkthrough protocols, higher 

education personas, design patterns, and a designer handbook) .
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Fluid has also worked directly with uPortal, and the Fluid skinning system and 

framework, as well as several accessible components, are now imbedded with 

the latest uPortal release.

Fluid Infusion: http://fluidproject.org/products/infusion/

uPortal: http://www.ja-sig.org/wiki/display/UPC/Home
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Additional comments:

We need to break down the barriers between what has traditionally been seen as 

two different things- the campus website, and the campus portal. People should 

be able to seamlessly flow between the two- starting at the campus website, 

being prompted to log into the portal without a massive context shift if they 

want to access personalized or secure content, and never having a jarring 

transition as they move back and forth between the two. We need to end the 

separation between teams- too many campuses have a web team, and a different 

portal team.

The portal can be the primary fall back source for messages and notification. As 

we build workflow and notification systems, those should display, at least at a 

dashboard level, within the portal. And as we provide more options for our users 

to engage with these messages, we need to provide them with multiple ways to 

get and be notified of this changing information (subscribe via RSS, get a text 

message on your cell phone, forward your email to Gmail or Live@edu, etc), 

but also provide a single definitive place to go to see all that information- the 

portal.


