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integrating Librarians and Academic programs 

Academic Research Portals

Hello.  Today I’m going to talk a bit about our Research Portals project.  The effort won a 
Campus Innovator Award from Campus Technology magazine last year and this is a bit of 
background and then an update and demo of the system.   You’ll notice the subtitle: 
Integrating Librarians and Academic Programs.  That’s the key to this effort--putting our 
librarians in closer contact with the researchers they serve.



Why?

A BIT ABOUT The Technology

BRIEF Demo

Academic Research Portals:
Integrating Librarians and Academic Programs

I want to break today’s talk into roughly three areas:  1) Why are we putting this energy into 
research portals; 2) a brief look at some of the technology we’re using to make the portals 
possible and 3) a brief demo and fly-by on a representative sample of our portals--pointing 
out some of the things that each is doing.



Why research Portals?

So, why research portals?



President’s Library 
Task FOrce
2005-2006

As we’ll see today, there are a number of answers to that question but the one thing that 
accelerated our interest was the President’s Library Task Force report in 2005.   Drawn from 
faculty across our campuses, this group set out to define what the library needed to do to 
enable the university to meet its strategic goals for 2010 and beyond.   The central theme 
was that more resources needed to be invested in the library--and librarians needed to 
transition to new services to better support faculty and research.



“Mason’s library system is transforming itself, moving beyond its 
continuing repository function to a digital portal...”

“The library will strengthen its academic collaborations by developing 
research portals for digitally-based scholarly resources tailored to 
specific disciplines or academic programs.”

“Customized services will be developed for patron groups and/or 
academic units …”

“Liaison librarians will actively participate in the curriculum where the 
skills of information and knowledge management are taught to the 
students.”

“Librarians will streamline the library research process to help 
improve students’ academic performance and learning outcomes, as 
well as faculty research productivity.”
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Excerpts from the report of the President’s Task Force on Libraries.



WE’RE PRE!Y BUSY. WHY 

SHOULD WE TRY TO FIND 

TIME FOR THIS?

Many librarians embraced the task force report but some, like this fellow, wondered how they 
could justify the time these new services would require--when they were already so busy.   

Not sure why I felt drawn to an image of a camel hauling straw...



This is a complicated question.  OK, you’re right, maybe it’s not that complicated...



We’re losing market share

We’re 
losing 
market 
share

I’m ready to say that we’re losing market share and need to do something about it.  First, let 
me share a few of the datapoints that I’m basing this opinion upon...



Use of the physical library is declining

It’s clear to me that the use of the physical library--the number of people coming in the 
door--is declining.



The Reference Desk

Consider the reference desk.  Between 1992 and 2008, the number of interactions at the 
desk for your average ARL library has fallen from 132,000 per year to 58,700...dropping just 
over 4% each year.   If this trend line continues, before too much longer you’ll be be seeing 
old reference desks on eBay.   The drop since 1992?  55%.   Remember that number for a 
minute...
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In 1998, there were 1.5 million websites...ten years later, Google alone operated more than 1 
million servers.
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Circulation has also steadily dropped during this period.  From 32 books for full-time 
students in 1995 to roughly 18 in 2008.   
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And the budget percentage that we’re devoting to e-resources? Today it’s 51%.
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Interesting trend lines, aren’t they?   Coincidence? 



Susan Pe#y, Senior Advisor
Liberal Arts Co"eges Program
Andrew W. Me"on Foundation

The Future of the Academic Library
10 things to keep in mind

Not hard to find “future of the academic library” pieces on the net.  I settled on this one since 
I found myself in agreement with many of her points--Susan Perry, an advisor to the Andrew 
Mellon Foundation.   Here are four “things to keep in mind” that seem relevant to this portal 
project.



Within 10 years, 
most academic 

information wi" 
be available in 
digital format

Surely this is true.



The campus 
network wi" be 
our information 
delivery system

My only quibble is the “will be” ... I’m sure we’re much more than halfway there.



 Librarians today n#d to be: inte"ectua"y 
curious, co"aborative, technologica"y 
sophisticated, g!d teachers, & adaptable.



 Helping students find and evaluate 
a$urate information is one of the most 
important roles for librarians now.



Should we view these TRENDS as 
storm clouds?



...OR BE HA%Y THAT OUR USERS WANT US TO 

GO WHERE WE N#D TO BE HEADING?



There are four TYPES of 
competitive advantage:

low cost
customized products

delivery
Quality

customized products

Increased Market Share 
requires Competitive Advantage

Quality

Now if you walk down to our business school, they’ll explain that to increase market share 
you need a get a competitive advantage.  There are four basic ways types of advantage you 
can shoot for:  cost, custom products, delivery (speed and/or reliability) and quality.   I here 
to argue that developing a research portal hits all four and really focuses on two - 
customized products and quality (value added).



We n#d to move beyond 
transactions as a 
measure of su$e&

We need to move beyond thinking about library transactions and start thinking about how we 
can engender transformations in our users.   Find new ways to engage and enlighten our 
undergraduates while also figuring out  ways to boost the productivity of our researchers.



Technologythe



Design Goals



• Ease of use important for librarian “curators”

• Personalization not a requirement

• Must o$er way to engage various web services

• Must produce as we" as incorporate R% f&ds

• Reasonably simple implementation for Library IT 

• Low Impact / Low Maintenance / Low Cost

These were our “software” goals. The first two were informed by our experience with a 
MyLibrary project a few years back.  Our librarians never really got enthused about adding 
content and the project never took off.  No content = Nothing else happens.



Software & Examples

We looked at a number of different packages...some quite large.



Solution?
Combine several OSS 
packages into a single 
“virtual” platform

Instead of one large package, we decided to combine several open source packages to build 
our portal platform:  WordPress, Scout Toolkit (CWIS) and MagpieRSS (for our latest issue TOC 
feeds).



Wordpress handles the “blog” function--which gives our librarian curators a way to set up 
discussions and push out news.  We use Wordpress widgets to build the search boxes and 
RSS feeds you see on the right side of this portal’s home page.



Wordpress also supports static pages.  We use a couple of those to provide a place for 
librarians to offer links and another to handle TOC feeds from relevant journals.



Another nice feature of Wordpress is the ability to change the look of a portal by tweaking it’s 
theme.  



Another nice feature of Wordpress is the ability to change the look of a portal by tweaking it’s 
theme.  



We use Scout Internet Portal Toolkit (out of U. Wisconsin), specifically their CWIS package to 
enable each portal to offer a database of resources.  This gives us the “subject guide” 
component.



If you sign in to the resource tab, you can rate resources and receive “recommendations” .. 
we don’t find the recommendations particularly useful since it is such a small database.  This 
bioinformatics portal contains around 400 sources.  If it were thousands, then recommending 
might make more sense.   One problem with CWIS is that it is extremely complicated 
software--difficult to tweak.   We added a few functions (e.g., check for broken URLs in the 
resource database) but it takes too much time.  In some of our more recent portals, we’ve 
abandoned CWIS for the resources section and just used inter-linked static WordPress pages 
for resources.  If a portal has fewer than 100 resources, the CWIS package is just overkill.



MagpieRSS



MagpieRSS

We use magpieRSS to build this set of links.  We have a small bit of php code that goes 
through this list, building links that include our proxy server (so researchers can access the 
content regardless of their location).



We tie these packages together via CSS.  The tabs at the top (we have to tweak both the 
WordPress theme and the CWIS themes to tie them together).  Note we also bring content 
from the CWIS package to the homepage of the WordPress portion of the portal via RSS.



We tie these packages together via CSS.  The tabs at the top (we have to tweak both the 
WordPress theme and the CWIS themes to tie them together).  Note we also bring content 
from the CWIS package to the homepage of the WordPress portion of the portal via RSS.



wordpress widgets

This shows how you add a widget...in this case, a search box for LC’s American Memory 
project.





We’re now working with Deep Web Technologies to offer subject-specific federated search 
engines for our various portals.  The knock on federated search is that the signal to noise 
ratio is too low--too much irrelevant information retrieved.  We think limiting the sources for 
the search by subject dramatically reduces this problem.  We also view the selection of 
sources to search an important “carrot” that our librarians can use to involve faculty in 
discussions about the portal (and other services).  Ideally, these boutique search engines 
should strive to include sources that don’t get indexed adequately elsewhere.  For example, 
in this example (Colonial History) we’ve included the National Archives website...and because 
we’re in Virginia, the Virginia Heritage Project as well.
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A sample screen from a search on “williamsburg”   Hitting that “home” link returns you to the 
portal.  



Change Management

Librarian buy-in: 
Getting  beyond 
“Why do we need 

to do this?”

Organizational 
Turbulence: Scaling up 
to full production 

and maintenance mode

Paradigm shift for Librarians:  
Adjusting to a new way of 
fulfilling their function

Adding higher level 
of attention to 

graduate support / 
research

The research portal wi" 
replace the  library website 

for specific audiences

A successful research 
portal is not a single 

event.  It requires 
ongoing maintenance and 
addition of new content

We’re doing 
something new and 
success or failure 
will have a highly 

visible metric: 
usageWe’re moving from 

“helping with research” to 
“improving researcher 

productivity”

Assisting/training less 
technically oriented librarians 

to succeed

Introducing a new idea like research portals is all about change management.



h'p://researchportals.gmu.edu

We put up this site to serve as documentation for our project.   

http://researchportals.gmu.edu
http://researchportals.gmu.edu




Example code for a WordPress widget to search our catalog



demo

http://gmutant.gmu.edu/portalinfo/portfolio.html
http://gmutant.gmu.edu/portalinfo/portfolio.html
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