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Introduction


Web Portals are mainly used to provide some specialized capabilities for user.  This implies, of course, that the users themselves are specific audience type.  As a lot of web portals are used in academics for course management systems, this application seems to fit well.


Designed to use various amounts of distributed applications, middleware, and hardware; web portals are able to provide services from a variety of different sources.  As academics have many different departments with their own specific needs, but a large customer base, a portal to present and use all the different systems from the various departments makes sense.  The need to implement a portal solution cheaply is of high concern to education in general as education doesn't have the money that other businesses have, and so using Java and its tools, with their rather stable development, makes for a good choice.


There are quite a few more portals than just those written in Java, such as Metadot's[7] PERL based portal server, which is targeted more towards the technologically impaired.  These solutions will be discussed more in depth after the two primary Java based portals: uPortal and Sakai.

uPortal   


Developed by the Java in Administration Special Interest Group (JA-SIG)[2], uPortal[1] is used primarily as a framework for the generation of campus portals.  The code is free and shareable to any member of higher education, which makes it very attractive for educational use.  This the major difference between uPotral and other portal “solutions”.  It aims to be as customizable for a university based customers.  As opposed to other solutions, uPortal is also written 100% in Java.  This allows the greatest amount of portability and not have to deal with possible 3rd party vendor components.


Keeping with the ability to customize as much as possible, uPortal allows the use of any application server, not just Tomcat.  As long the server complies with the Java Server Pages 1.1 and Java Servlet 2.2 specifications it is a viable candidate for use with uPortal. 


Of the J2EE specification, the only paradigm not followed is in the use of JAAS (Java Authentication and Authorization Service).  The reasoning behind its omission is that the authentication and authorization are too coupled together.  This presents difficulties when trying to bring in multiple applications under a single sign-on system, which the uPortal framework aims to do.


The base installation, for a quick startup, does need Tomcat, J2EE, and Ant experience.  It is recommended that real production use uses the code from the stable tree, and built on the systems the portal will actually be running on rather than use the “quick start” version, as copious amounts of customization are probably going to be required on a portal by portal basis.

Sakai


Originally developed as a means to “replicate” their existing course management system, with the possibility of extending it later, the University of Michigan and Indiana University created Sakai as a collaborative effort to this end. As uPortal is more for campuses, Sakai is a portal made for actual course management.  Sakai provides a framework and a variety of tools to this end with the goal of a Collaboration and Learning Environment, not merely course management.


Sakai is based largely on JSR-168 (Java Specification Requests), which is a specification for portlets using Java. Sakai uses Java, Tomcat, Maven (as a 'make' type tool), and either MySQL or Oracle databases to build and run.  There are several distributions available but the demo version is just to see what Sakai looks like out of the box.  Like uPortal, for a real site building from customized source code is ideal.


There is a framework already in place for security within Sakai defined as an OSID by the Open Knowledge Initiative (OKI).  Though JAAS based implementations should be possible but certainly aren't required[3].

Sakai vs. uPortal


uPortal is ahead of Sakai as far as standards go, especially with JSR-168 and WSRP (Web Services for Remote Portlets) working.  For a portal application uPortal should be chosen and just integrate Sakai with iFrames or WSRP as a subset of tools.  Also simple portlets defined as JSR-169 or WSRP are best deployed in uPortal[4].


Sakai is best if there are non-trivial existing systems and they need to integrated into one portal, Sakai is a better choice.  As JSR-168 does not provide for any security within the API[5], it all must be done in a non-standard,  application specific way.  Since Sakai already provides a framework for collaboration between portlets, this functionality is already present[4].  

Other Java Based Portals


There are just a plethora of java based portals.  A more comprehensive list can be found on Java-Source.net.  Sakai and uPortal are a couple of the more robust versions with about 20 portals listed with a few like jPortlet which is just a Java based portlet container implementation, and other more fully fledged like eXo.

Metadot


Using PERL, Linux, Apache, and MySQL, Metadot aims to be an easy to use, non-technical driven portal and has been releasing versions since April 2000[7].  The portal is rather robust these days with around 20+ different portlets, not including the ability to load in news feeds like RSS.  They even allow some user based UI customization for the portal interface.


Metadot is free under the GNU General Public License, making it a good price for students and other financially hindered individuals.

XOOPS


XOOPS is an extensible, object-oriented, portal system written in PHP, that has gradually gone in the direction of being a content management system.


Being that it can actually be used in a lightweight fashion, one could easily make it into a blog page with just the News module being loaded.  This actually seems to fit into the whole PHP (Personal Home Page) idea, without having all the extra code from other projects cluttering the system.


Of its features, the ones that strike out most against other portals are the language support, and personalization by users, as they can even add avatars to their profiles[9].


XOOPS seems to be more oriented to a user-by-user type of customization rather than a corporate entity type of organization, such as a university or business.

IBM WebSphere


Sometimes described as an application server, IBM WebSphere (Portal for Multiplatforms), is not just an application server.  There are a number of tools available to create the portal.  The portlet builder allows easy integration of portlets into the portal itself for example.


There are two different flavors of WebSphere, the enable and extend versions.  The extend version has the same capabilities and components but with added Return on Investment (ROI) tracking tools[6].


IBM WebSphere is a commercial product which is supported by IBM themselves.  The Enable version goes for $89,186.00 for a year, and the Extend version weighs in at 143,689.00 for one year.

Microsoft SharePoint


SharePoint offers users the ability to add components, in the way of Web Parts, more easily than the other portals mentioned thus far.  In some cases Web Parts may not even need to be developed and can be downloaded from Microsoft or other IT companies and installed by a authorized user.


Another aspect SharePoint provides in data management, from public network folders to Web servers and beyond, SharePoint will notify the appropriate users if some data has changed; its like CVS for network data.


Lastly SharePoint allows for collaboration between everyone in the business by connect them all together through one portal.  This makes the sharing of data and ideas easier as work flow and other team tasks are all covered in one package.


Pricing for this product is based largely on machines with the $30,000 price being for any number of non-employees being able to connect to a server on a per server basis.  For internal use there is a server and 5 user license available for $5,619 and each additional user is $71[8].

Conclusions


In the end price seems to be a determining factor more than any other as far as what portal is really deployed.  The Microsoft and IBM solutions share the large price tags that only corporations can afford and maybe they don't want to sink that much money into portal software when they can pay a third party company to implement a customized solution for them for less than the cost of commercial vendors.


Java seems to be the language of choice when implementing a framework for a portal.  As it is cross platform and relatively easy to use it really comes as no surprise.
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