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Introduction

Today’s enterprise portals must provide comprehensive functionality that enables the company to gain a competitive edge and to realize increased productivity. An enterprise portal must provide a single source of interaction with company information and documents, and provide a focal point for performing day-to-day operations. Such an enterprise portal includes content from a variety of sources, such as published documents, data from applications, and information from other web sites, wrapped up in a framework that is branded and styled to visually distinguish the corporate site, that provides a consistent navigational mechanism for users to move around within the portal and locate content, and that offers employees, business partners and customers with access to content and functionality in a way that is controlled and secure.   

OracleAS Portal enables you to build a visually compelling, fully featured enterprise portal using a browser-based, wizard-driven, declarative interface. Portal’s powerful environment emphasizes productivity through the use of this wizard-driven functionality. Simple wizards walk you through the process of creating, editing, and managing the portal building blocks, eliminating the need for complex coding.  This wizard-driven interface is present at all levels in OracleAS Portal. So, for example, while business users use a wizard-driven interface to define portal views and publish content, portal designers may also use a wizard-driven interface to integrate information and content from different datasources, such as a spreadsheet or a web service. 

In this paper we will explore the capabilities and features built into by OracleAS Portal for designing a compelling portal interface and provide a sneak preview of  features under development for extending portal publishing capabilities.

Publishing with Oracle Application Server Portal

In this section we will examine the major features in OracleAS Portal for building your portal page interface and supporting features for defining the layout, style, navigation, templates as well as features used by page designers and content contributors to publish content to the page.

The basic building block of an OracleAS Portal is the page. Each page consists of one or more regions each of which contain either portlets or items. Everything you see when viewing an OracleAS Portal page is either a portlet or an item (with the exception of tabs and other “region” related decorative elements). A portlet is a reusable building block for easily publishing information and applications to your community. An item is a lower level building block used to display content, such as documents, URLs, text, and images, or to provide navigation. For the purposes of this paper, we subsequently refer to both items and portlets as content.

Page Basics

Portal allows you to create different types of pages, depending on the content and the intended use of the page.  The types of pages that Portal supports are Standard, URL, Mobile, PL/SQL, and Java Server Page (JSP). Sub pages can be created to implement a hierarchical taxonomy.

Page Regions

Each page is divided into one or more regions. Each region has a set of properties that dictate what that region can contain and how content contained in the region is displayed. Adding and removing regions easily changes the layout of a page. Each region may contain items, portlets, or a list of sub pages.  A user with appropriate privileges can change this property if the region does not yet contain any objects. 

Below is an example of a way to divide a page into 4 regions.

                 

                      Add Below               Add Right                Add Below

Example of dividing page into multiple regions

You can add regions to the left, right, above, and below and existing region.  When a new page is created, one region is created on the page by default.

Region Display Properties

After finalizing the set of regions required for your page layout, the properties of the regions can be set to adjust the relative width of each region on the page and to determine what type of content the region should display; portlets, items, or sub-page links. For example, region properties include Display Name, Width, Height, and Number of Columns.

Item Display Properties

Item type regions have their own unique set of display properties available in addition to the region display properties. These properties control the order, grouping and spacing used for displaying items within the region. For example, region properties include Space Between Items, Space Around Items, Group By, Sort By and Sort Order. 

Portlet Display Properties

Portlet type regions also have their own set of display properties available. These properties control the spacing between and around portlets as well as what kinds of links are displayed on the portlet headers displayed in the region. The links may or may not display depending on whether or not the link functionality is coded into the portlet.

Below is an example of what a page could look like after regions 1,2, and 4 are configured to hold portlets, region 3 is configured to hold items and the relative widths of regions 2, 3, and 4 have been adjusted by changing the regions’ properties.







Example of page with different types of regions

It is always possible to continue to fine-tune the region layout and properties of your page even after items and portlets have been added. 

Sub-Page Properties

Sub page regions also have their own set of display properties available. These properties control the level of subpages to be displayed, whether icons should show for the sub-pages and if so, what icon to use.  There are also properties controlling if the sub-page description and rollover images should be displayed.

Page Styles

You use styles to control the colors and fonts used for displaying content. Using a single style, you can control the look for items, portlets, and tabs. There is no need to create multiple styles to control the look of these different elements.

When editing a style, you must choose the ‘Style Element Type’ in order to see the associated properties for that type. 

Region Attributes and Style

You can apply a predefined style to pages or regions, therefore, item regions can either inherit the style of the page or use its own style. This allows you to enforce a uniform style throughout the page or create regions with distinct styles. Everything from the background to the fonts can change from one item region to the next on the same page.

You can control the display of item and portlet attributes in a page region through the selections you make for attribute display and style.  Attribute display controls the information that is displayed with the item or portlet (author, create date, description, and so forth) and is set at the region level, therefore, a different set of attributes may be chosen for display in each region. Note that only those attributes that have a value will be displayed. Additional controls for spaces, carriage returns, and blank lines allow the spacing and format of attributes to be fine-tuned. 

Separating Content and Publishing: The Key to Page Groups

You manage pages using page groups. Page groups hold related portal objects, such as pages, templates, styles, navigation pages and more. Page groups can be configured in a number of ways to support different types of applications. The most common configuration involves separate page groups that allow for the distinction of where content is managed and where content is published. By separating the management and publishing of your content, the content can be repurposed for multiple applications. The page group used to manage the content will contain the attribution to define the content. The page group used to publish the content will contain the default styles, templates and navigation pages.

Page Navigation

When designing and building pages, you want to structure the pages in a manner that simplifies the user’s efforts to navigate to the content. You also want to implement functionality that allows users to navigate directly to specific content or areas of the portal. OracleAS Portal provides a number of ways for you to implement navigation controls in your portal. Used in combination, these techniques enable you to build a portal that offers multiple, intuitive paths requiring a minimal amount of steps to content and areas of interest.

Navigation Pages 

Navigation pages are special pages that you can easily use as reusable banners or navigation bars on pages.  Navigation pages provide a way for authorized users to create pages that are intended for use as navigation units. Each navigation page, if published as a portlet, is shown as a choice as the ‘Navigation Page For Banner’ when creating a page or template. Navigation pages do not show up in your regular page hierarchy. You can either select a navigation page as a banner during page creation or add it to a page as a portlet at any time. The example below shows a page banner built using a navigation page. The navigation page was then published as a portlet to the Velocity Home page.
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Example of Navigation Page Published as a Portlet

Built-in Navigation Item Types

Built-In Navigation Items provide you with a set of tools for adding page controls, navigation elements, and page management related links to a navigation page, template or standard page. You add navigation items to the page using the same Add Item wizard that you use to add content items, such as File items, Text items, and so forth.

In the example below, the navigation items from the navigation page on the Velocity Home page are highlighted. A combination of Portal Smart Links, Login/Logout Link, and Object Map Link are used. 
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Example of Navigation Items

Subpages

By building a hierarchy of pages of sub-pages you physically organize your content across multiple pages. This is most useful when your content is sufficiently complex that it warrants its own:

· security, for example, personal pages or pages owned by a specific organization within the company.

· style, for example, if pages specific to a country have their own branding.

· approval process, for example, if each organization has its own approval route.

Tabs

You can further arrange the content on a page into tabs. On each tab you create one or more regions for content. The content is only displayed when the tab is active.

Use tabs if you want the content to be accessible on one page, but still need to logically divide the content. Tabs allow you to increase the amount of data your page can display by effectively doubling (or tripling, quadrupling, and so on) the amount of real estate available. Tabs also allow you to group tasks that are common to a subject area, organization, specific role, and so forth. To support such an implementation you can hide or secure tabs from users or groups of users.

Page Templates

In many portal implementations, administrators find that page creation is most efficient if new pages are built on top of pre-defined templates.  Templates perform this function by insuring that all pages use the template display, template-defined content/portlets, template layout, and region property settings.  Note that a template is simply a page that is used as the basis for other pages.       

The region properties that you set for each region on your template will be retained and enforced for each page based on that template. You cannot add additional regions to a page based on a template. Also, you cannot change the type, style, and attribute settings for a region in a page that is built on a template.

In each region you create on your template, you have the option to specify if pages based on that template can include their own content in that region. By checking the ‘Enable Pages To Include Content In This Region’ checkbox, users with appropriate privileges will be able to add content to the region in addition to any content already present in the template.

If a page is built based on the example template shown below, you can add additional content to the white regions, but no the black regions. 

                                              
                                                                                  Content cannot be added to these regions

                                                                                  Content can be added to these regions

Example Template

The black regions would only display the content originally added into those regions on the template. You cannot modify the region properties set on the template in the pages that are created based on the template. Note that the lines between regions will not be displayed when the page is displayed.

Using templates, you can restrict a page designer’s ability to specify a unique style or access control settings.  Use the  “Style Override Setting” option to dictate that every page that uses the template will use the style of the template.  Use the “Access Override Setting” option to dictate that every page that uses the template will use the access settings of the template.

Publishing Static Content on the Page

As part of the design of your portal, you publish content that rarely changes, such as corporate branding, copyright messages, and welcome messages. To publish this type of content directly to an item type region on the page, template or navigation page, you must decide what type of content you are publishing. Each item on a page is of a specific item type. OracleAS Portal provides different types of default item types for your use:

· File: Uploads a file and stores it in the page group.

· URL: Adds a link to another Web page, Web site or document URL either internal or external to the page group.

· Text: Adds text (up to 32KB) to display in the page.

· Image: Uploads an image item.

Repurposing Content for Multiple Applications

If you have separated the management of your content into its own page group, and want to publish this content through other page groups, you have a number of publishing options from which to choose. 

Page Portlets: Any standard page can itself be published as a portlet. A user with appropriate privileges can make a page available via the Portlet Repository for use on other pages as a portlet. To a page designer, a page portlet appears in the Portlet Repository as any other portlet does. Collections of content can be published in this manner for reuse throughout the Portal.

Auto Query Custom Searches: A Custom Search portlet that uses the “Auto Query” feature automatically invokes a search and displays the results every time the page (on which the portlet resides) is rendered. You can place such a Custom Search portlet on the page designed to publish the content, and specify the page group in which the portlet will search for content. You can define any number of Custom Search portlets with the Auto Query feature so the same content can be published in multiple places.

Omniportlet: The OmniPortlet provides a wizard based interface for querying and formatting content stored in external repositories—users see consistent formatting and presentation, regardless of the originating content store or application. An OmniPortlet can be based on almost any kid of data source, such as a spreadsheet (CSV ), XML, Web Services, database (JDBC), or even application data from an existing Web page. To retrieve personalized data, the page designer can define the parameters for each type of data source to filter the result of a query and the credential information used to access secured data.

Approval Routing

To ensure the validity of content, Oracle9iAS Portal can route content for approval before it is published on the page. Simple or multi-step processes can be defined with single or multiple reviewers at each step. Notifications are sent to each approver in the approval chain indicating that action is required, while the Status portlet tracks the item's progression from the submitter's point of view.

Approval routing can be established at the Page Group level and/or at the Page level, with the Page level approvals overriding the Page Group level approvals.
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Example of setting Approval Routing

Page Portlets That Allow for Content Contribution

You can define pages that are published as portlets to allow contributors to load content through the portlet. Users with appropriate privileges will see a link for toggling between Edit and View modes at the top of the page portlet. Switching to Edit Mode will expose controls for setting page properties, adding sub pages, adding items and portlets, and editing items. As mentioned earlier, page portlets allow content to be stored in one location and published in another, while the simplified portlet edit mode may be more appropriate for content contributors who do not need the extended capabilities of the full page edit mode. 

Building Pages Using the Rich Text Editor

Content contributors can build static pages within the portal by using the Text item type. In Internet Explorer, by default, when users add or edit a text item, the area of the page where they enter the text includes a WYSIWYG rich text editor. If you are unfamiliar with HTML, you can use this editor to enter formatted text and graphics. Alternatively, you can enter HTML tags to format the content. Because the content contributor is using a Text item type to create the page content, features like templates and navigation can still be enforced on the page.
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Example of rich text editor

Configuring Pages for Use with WebDAV

OracleAS Portal provides support for the Web Distributed Authoring and Versioning (WebDAV) standard.  WebDAV allows desktop applications such as Windows Explorer Web Folders, Microsoft Office, Macromedia Dreamweaver, Adobe Photoshop, and many others to interact directly with content stored in the repository. This allows for easy collaboration of portal content with a large user community. Content published via WebDAV is exposed as files in today’s portal environment, meaning that content is published as links that when clicked open the associated file.  These links can be published directly on the page they are placed on, and also with more advanced publishing options like auto-query searches.

OracleAS Portal offers a number of built-in features that allow you to configure the pages to which users will publish their content via WebDAV.  You can configure pages to have default item regions to which all content will be automatically published when using a WebDAV interface. Content published to the portal via WebDAV must be placed in a region configured to hold items as all WebDAV content base type is a file item. If no item region it set, then Portal will automatically search out the second item region on the page assuming that the first item region is used for navigation items. If no item region exists, then Portal will look for an undefined region to which it can publish the content affectively changing the type of region to Item type.

You can also configure pages to set a default item type when content is published via a WebDAV interface. You can set default item types for Regular Files, Zip Files and Image Files. You can choose any base item type or custom item type as a default. If, on your item types, you define attributes with default values, then those default values are picked up when the content is published via WebDAV. 

The settings you set at the page level can be inherited at the sub-page level if you select the Page Group property Copy Parent Page Properties When Creating Page. Then, when a user creates a new sub-folder through WebDAV, the page properties, such as the default item region and default item types are inherited.  Versioning and Approvals also work with content added through WebDAV in exactly the same way as content added in the Portal browser based environment.

Sneak Preview: Extending the portal page interface 

Traditional websites have pages and content developed by a variety of different people.  A common scenario includes page designers who create page templates and define page functionality, supported by less technical content contributors who create HTML content and publish this content within the context of a these page templates.   In many situations, both types of users have been trained to use desktop tools as MacroMedia Dreamweaver, Microsoft Frontpage and Microsoft Office and use specific processes to author, review, approve and publish the content they create. 

Users of these type of websites are demanding advanced features like SSO, personalization, access to dynamic data, etc. that have been a part of portal technology for some time. This requirement is truly blurring the line between portals and websites. Key to the success is merging the best of both while keeping traditional website development processes for static HTML content in place. 

Direct support for this type of use case is being built into OracleAS Portal and planned to be part of a future production release.  Two key supporting features include:

· Item Templates

· On demand content submission

Item Templates

Item templates can be considered an extension to existing item rendering functionality that allows HTML file items to be rendered in the context of an associated template.  Using this feature, content contributors who use client side tools can author and publish HTML content without any knowledge of portal constructs: they simply save the file to the proper portal page (mapped as a Webfolder) and it is rendered at runtime within a pre-assigned template. 

A typical use case for the feature goes something like the following:

· Page designers configure one or more page templates with an “item placeholder” item type.  This placeholder defines the region in which item content using the template will be displayed “in place”.  Typically the template will also contain all required site branding, navigation and dynamic portlets.
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Example of a template with Item Placeholder on Tab1 

· Page designers configure one or more portal pages to use this type of template.  By doing this, any file item uploaded to the page will use the specified template when the item is called via direct URL.
· Content contributors author a piece of HTML content in a client side tool and save the content to portal page configured to use an item template. Typically, they would load the file to the page (visualized as a Webfolder) and later manage the file through their authoring desktop application or Windows Explorer via WebDAV.  Note that the page that contains the files is not called at runtime by end users, but a container of HTML files.

· Once the file is “active” (either immediately or an the completion of an approval process), when a user goes to the URL of the uploaded file (http://<path>/filename.html), it will be rendered in context of the specified page template.

On-Demand Content Submission

On-demand content submission can be considered an extension to the existing OracleAS Portal document routing and approval capabilities that allows multiple draft versions of content to be created with the final version routed through an approval process.  It allows for continued modifying and editing of the content until the content contributor is ready to submit the content for approval.   Content status can be active, pending, or draft and users with appropriate privileges can change the status with a click. The approval routing process works as described in the approval routing section above, sending notifications and allowing for the content to be previewed before being approved.  Once approved, the content is published immediately, or automatically when the specified publish date is reached.
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Example showing content with the status of active, pending approval, and draft

Extending Portals to create a unified web presence
To take publishing to the next level such that portals, websites and business applications all leverage a common model that can be built by J2EE developers, Web designers, and business users alike, the traditional walls that separate these sources of information must come down.  In this world, the portal will become the place where all content, applications, and processes are brought together to form a unified web presence that is easy to evolve and tailored to the needs of the business.  

Although OracleAS Portal has supported J2EE development for years, we are now taking the next step by releasing the first version of the Application Development Framework (ADF) in OracleAS 10g.  This framework is a complete ‘Model-View-Controller’ (MVC) environment for creating J2EE applications quickly.  Moving forward, Oracle Application Server will include a single unified model where all services are easily included in both the portal and the application development tools.  This unified model will dramatically improve the efficiency of portal, website and application development by eliminating duplication of effort.  Any service, data source, or visualizations created will be immediately available to portal, site, and application developers alike.  An additional value is that you can build pages quickly using the wizard driven tools in the portal and continue to evolve them using the JDeveloper IDE as your requirements dictate.  

Conclusion

OracleAS Portal is expanding the boundaries of what people think of as a portal and how content is published.  Using OracleAS Portal’s browser-based, wizard-driven, declarative interface, you can easily build a visually compelling, fully featured enterprise portal.  It provides unparalleled breadth of functionality for portal administration, deployment, development, and web content management, and content integration all within an integrated user interface.  And as the walls between portals, websites and ultimately applications break down, additional features are being added to the product to support these uses cases and development approaches. 
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