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Suggestions for Integrating Scholar’s Portal Within  
Digital Learning Environments 

 
 
Introduction: 
One of the goals of the Technology Assisted Curriculum Center (TACC) at the Marriott 
Library is to provide both instructors and students seeking to use digital learning 
environments with the highest quality educational and technological resources available. 
In thinking about ways that the Scholars Portal Project might facilitate and even enhance 
the research and learning experiences of our online students, however, we are forced to 
confront several related but distinct challenges:  
 

1) the difficulty of teaching some students the advantages of using 
academic/scholarly/professional sources in their work, as opposed to more 
familiar tools and sources already available on the world wide web;  

 
2) the lack of professional-quality online materials/tutorials that stress research as an 

inquiry-driven, dynamic process (as opposed to merely a method of obtaining 
facts or data);  

 
3) the impersonal and largely non-interactive design of most scholarly and 

professional database interfaces currently available; 
 

4) the overwhelming number of academic and scholarly resources already available 
through our libraries, and the intimidation this causes less-experienced users who 
may not know where to begin sorting through the dizzying array of options 
already provided. 

 
In short, in exploring ways that our students currently approach research and utilize 
library resources, we discovered a clear gap in the way these services are conceived, 
marketed and delivered to online patrons.   
 
The document that follows attempts to outline several features/enhancements to zPortal 
that would begin to address these concerns. Our ultimate vision is the creation and 
seamless integration of an Online Learning Scholars Portal interface into digital learning 
environments that is not only user-friendly, dynamic and engaging, but reframes the 
nature of the research process in the minds of our students. That is, we envision a true 
“portal for scholarship” – an interface and resource center that not only aids researchers 
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in locating quality materials quickly and efficiently, but also encourages students to 
explore and test their ideas within wider academic, scholarly and social contexts. 
 
 
Overview of Features 
While many features of zPortal as currently constructed might remain unchanged, we 
anticipate adding several new features to the interface, as well as the creation of three 
entirely new modules that would significantly enhance the functionality of the portal. 
 
Figure 1 (.pdf document “InterfaceOrganizationChart.pdf) depicts the overall 
organization of the zPortal-WebCT interface as we envision it. Items in blue depict 
current aspects of zPortal that we anticipate would require little or no change. Items in 
green refer to features that currently exist within zPortal that would require some degree 
of modification. Items in yellow depict features that do not yet exist.  
 
Not represented in this diagram is the “Inquiry Driven Search Model/Tutorial,” which 
may plug into the “Search” interface, but might also constitute a large portion of the 
“Learning Center.” 
 
 
I) Online Learning Interface 
 
Figure 2 (“WebCTzPortal.pdf”) depicts how the zPortal Online Learning Interface might 
look as viewed in a typical WebCT Course. This default page would automatically 
provide students with a listing of reserve materials available for the course (a feature 
currently unavailable within WebCT, but one which would provide an initial rationale to 
students to use the interface). The default page would also contain a link to the 
university’s “live librarian chat” function.  
 
Other features available through this page include: 
 

 
“About Scholar’s Portal” 

A series of brief narratives describing the purpose and main features of the zPortal 
interface. Each narrative would be a paragraph long, and users would be able to 
navigate through this feature by clicking “Home” or “Learn More About 
Scholar’s Portal” Links.  

 
“Search” 

The Standard and Advance Search features currently supported within the zPortal 
interface could be bundled together into a single, tabbed interface (selecting a tab 
would toggle between search sets). A third tab/feature within the interface might 
lead to an inquiry based search module, containing a range of special features.  

(See the discussion of “Inquiry Driven Search Module” below.) 
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“Current Profile” 
Would display the default profile created for the course by the instructor, as well 
as any profiles the student may have created for other classes and/or research 
sessions. Users would be able to toggle between the default course profile and any 
other profiles they may have within the system. 

 
“Create New Profile” 

The interface would determine whether the user has ever created a profile within 
zPortal, and would display either the standard profile creation screen, or would 
launch a step-by-step tutorial to lead the user through the process of creating his 
or her first profile. (See the discussion of the “zPortal Dynamic Profiler” 
below.) 

 
“Learning Center” 

The hub for a range of multimedia tutorials created specifically for e-learners, 
including help on such topics as “Getting Started with zPortal”, 
Beginning/Intermediate/Advanced Search Strategies, Evaluating Sources, and 
Conducting Research for “X” (e.g., The Research Paper, Group Projects, 
Presentations, Grant Writing, Annotated Bibliography, etc.) That is, in lieu of 
direct library instruction/orientation, these tutorials would explain how to use the 
portal in the context of common tasks in online course. Both the Learning Center 
and Search pages could give students linked access to the module on inquiry 
based searching.  

(See the discussion of “zPortal Learning Center” below.) 
 

 
“Course Reserves” 

Takes users back to the default zPortal page for WebCT. 
 
“Help” 

Similar to the current help feature within zPortal, this link would open a help box 
that would explain features of the current page user’s were viewing, as well as a 
search function to receive more information about a range of zPortal and research 
topics. 

 
 

II) Inquiry Driven Search Module/Tutorial. 
 
While we are still in the early planning stages of this component, we envision a 
completely different sort of search interface than those currently supported in 
scholarly databases, providing a range of more intuitive and interactive options for 
users. 

 
• A search interface that would use advanced Natural Language Processing. Unlike 

commercial sites (such as “ask Jeeves”), such an interface would use the structure 
of questions to organize and prioritize searching. For example, the module might 
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distinguish between definitional questions such as “What is…”  and analytical 
questions such as “Why is…?” and direct patrons to different kinds of database 
collections. 

 
• A two-step “General Search” function that would use keywords to first search the 

descriptors of all databases within zPortal, then search within those selected 
databases (a useful feature for students who have no idea where to begin, have 
little time, or little experience with database searching). 

 
• “Virtual Stacks” that would allow students to visually browse other titles 

“shelved” in the same general area as a particular hit or subject. 
 
• A “Patrons Who Viewed This Item Also Viewed” feature similar to the ones used 

on commercial sites (such as amazon.com), that allow users to get a sense of how 
other researchers may or may not be associating certain materials. 

 
• An “Other Possible Topics” palette that would offer suggestions of alternate 

search terms generated through a thesaurus function.  
 

• A “Topic Suggestor” that would provide a boxed set of randomly selected (or 
parameter determined) subjects that students could choose from, as well as 
suggestions about how they might get started on such a topic. 

 
• A “Most Popular Searches of the Day/Week/Month” listing that would help 

patrons get a sense of what other people are doing research on.. 
 

• ZPortal and Research Discussion Boards and Chat functions, hosted by either 
WebCT or through the zPortal, accessible directly through the Module.  

 
 
 

III) zPortal Dynamic Profiler 
 
The idea behind the dynamic profiler is to provide an interface that incorporates 
instruction on the options and tools available within zPortal, while allowing users to 
create, edit and manage their profiles. That is, while we currently use the term “profile” 
to designate a set of selected databases in our discussions of zPortal, one of the central 
concepts behind the Dynamic Profiler is to broaden this definition to include a whole 
range of user preferences that would encompass selected databases, but might also 
involve such things as preferred delivery options (such as citational format, means and 
frequency of notification, subject/topic preferences, prioritizing media types, etc.) That is, 
we foresee that the greatest impediment in getting students to use the portal will be the 
sheer volume of database options and choices. Thus, in addition to a more user-friendly 
interface, the Profiler will provide needed structure and guidance for users in customizing 
their searching. 
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Figures 3, 4, 5 depict a mock-up of how the profiler might function (and are modeled on 
a range of profile creation systems available on commercial sites). 
 
Create New Profile –Figure 3 (“ProfilerStartPage.pdf”) 
This option would guide new users step-by-step through the five-stage process of creating 
a new profile. 
 
Step One: About Me – Figure 4 (“ProfilerStepOne.pdf”) 
Users choose a Profile Name, and select what they will use the profile for. Options might 
include: 

• “General Searching” (similar to our use of the term profile currently; a named 
collection of databases) 

• “Research Forums” (users create an identity which will allow them to network 
with other users who share similar research interests, supported by online forums, 
discussion posts, etc.) 

• “Scholarly Updates” (users create a profile to receive email notification whenever 
items matching their preference criteria are added to their selected databases.) 

 
Step Two: Fields of Research (“ProfilerStepTwo.pdf”) 
Users choose from pre-selected database sets focused on  specific fields (similar to the 
groupings now managed by librarians under “Research Guides.”) 
 
Step Three: Preferred Databases 
Users review, add, edit or delete databases to those initially selected in step two. 
 
 
Step Four: Updates 
Users define an email address, whether they wish to receive updates, and the frequency of 
these updates. 
 
Step Five: Delivery Preferences 
Users select the media they wish to receive materials (html, .pdf, full text only) and any 
citational format preferences (MLA, APA, etc.) 
 
 
IV) zPortal Learning Center 

 
This module is in many ways the most needed, given the lack of quality tutorials aimed at 
online learners (who have little access to direct instruction in library resources and 
searching.) That is, while many libraries offer electronic versions of material they publish 
and distribute as part of their library instruction efforts, these remain largely static 
documents. In contrast, the Learning Center would provide a series of short tutorial 
sessions on a range of topics, delivered in several different formats to accommodate 
different learning styles. 
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With undergraduates in mind, the tutorials should be kept to perhaps six topics initially, 
each with its own set of tutorials: 
 
Getting Started with Scholars Portal 
Formulating and Testing Research Questions 
Understanding the Research Cycle 
Evaluating and using Scholarly and Popular Sources 
Research and Writing 
 
 
Two examples of different formats that seem to be extremely effective with a range of 
online learners include: 
 
http://www.ed2go.com/demo/ 
 

A straightforward model that seems to be effective with more traditional learners, 
this demonstration comes from the University of Wisconsin - Madison School of 
Library & Information Studies.  

 
http://www.webct.com/seminar 
 

A more interactive, multimedia model, these archived demonstrations represent 
some of WebCT’s most successful online seminars, hosted and made possible 
using HorizonLive’s innovative multimedia, cross-platform software. 

 
 
Whereas some examples of effective content components that could be integrated within 
these tutorials include: 
 
http://medlib.med.utah.edu/navigator/module3/popschol.htm 
 

A brief and excellent overview of Scholarly versus Popular Information from the 
Internet Navigator Course prepared by the University of Utah. 

 
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/ 
 

Writing resources prepared by experts in the field of composition theory and 
pedagogy, like the excellent material at Purdue University Online Writing Lab.  

 
http://www.clubi.ie/webserch/index.htm 
 

Outside resources that have been successful with other libraries, like this material 
on evaluating web sites and commercial search engines, prepared by a public 
librarian in Ireland. 

 


