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This might be the beginning of one of your typical workdays: sitting at your desk with your cup of Starbucks at hand, you open your company’s or school’s portal site. You check emails and announcements, browse the latest news or “word of the day,” and process your routine tasks using the functions embedded in the portal. With a single sign-on, you can access almost everything you need for your work. While enjoying the convenience that the portal brings to you, have you thought of the complexities and technicalities under its surface? 
The book Building and Managing Enterprise-Wide Portals discusses the technology behind portals and grid networks, explains the history behind grid technology’s evolution, and helps readers make managerial decisions. The book is not purely technically oriented; rather, it is full of down-to-earth observations and analogies to help readers understand grid networks. It also discusses management issues and suggests how to approach various analysis and design challenges. Thus, the book also benefits people, such as project and program managers, software designers, web architects, and information technology students, who need broad technical knowledge about portals. According to the authors, their ideal reader is “technically inclined, with broad interests and management responsibilities” (p. vii). 
The three authors, Jana Polgar, Robert Mark Bram, and Anton Polgar, are all researchers or practitioners in the portal industry. Jana Polgar, a lecturer at Monash University at Melbourne, focuses on web services and portal design and has extensive industry experience ranging from software development to management consulting. Robert Mark Bram is a doctoral student and works as a portal analyst programmer. Anton Polgar is a portal development manager. When I began reading, I thought this team would be a perfect combination. Readers would get first-hand information and an insider’s view of industry. They would also get information that is understandable because educators have helped arrange it, and fortunately, after reading the book, I can report that my assumption proved to be true.
The book includes a diverse range of topics, such as facilities and tools for creating, managing, and deploying grid and portal applications. It has 18 chapters and is divided into four sections. 
Section I, “The Toolset,” includes three chapters that introduce the idea of a portal and provide background knowledge on the fundamentals of Extensible Markup Language, Web Services Description Language, and protocols. The purpose of section I is to give readers basic knowledge necessary to read the rest of the sections. Though the information is technical, the authors use metaphors and analogies to explain new ideas. For instance, to create an initial impression of what a portal is, the authors compare a portal page to a colonial window; the portal is the frame that holds the window together, and the window itself is the webpage. Readers can find many more helpful analogies throughout the book. 
In section II, “Web Services as Shared Resources,” the authors describe web services in terms of a multi-tier architecture and discuss implementation. The authors deconstruct web services into a component-based architecture comprising a client tier, a middle tier, and a back-end tier. The client tier supports a variety of client types inside and outside company firewalls. The middle tier comprises one or more sub-tiers and interacts with clients. The back end of these applications is formed by the enterprise information systems (p. 56). The authors make the seemingly complex theories behind web services easy; readers without computer science backgrounds won’t find it difficult to understand. The fifth and sixth chapters discuss servlets and Java server pages. At this point, readers have the necessary knowledge for understanding web service design, discussed in the next chapter, which suggests best practices. This section, I believe, especially benefits web designers and project managers. It concludes with discussion of web application frameworks.
Section III, “Putting Portals on the Web,” associates portals with web services. This section thoroughly describes portals, including historical background, development framework, application platforms, maintenance, and management. In contrast to the first chapter where the authors use metaphors to introduce portals, here the authors formally define the necessary elements and common patterns of portal applications. The authors also talk about using portals for business-to-consumer, business-to-employee, and business to business processes. They examine the close relationship between portlets and servlets, and they discuss standards for portlets and presentation-oriented web services. The last chapter of this section relates a manager’s experience with installing and delivering portal solutions. One thing that readers may particularly like about section III is that it contains an entire chapter dedicated to an FAQ. The section concludes by forecasting trends. 
The authors could have ended the book after section III, having already looked back to the history of portals, their current state, and their future, but they go on to cover section IV, “Grids as Virtual Organizations.” A grid is a service for sharing computer power and data storage capacity over the internet. According to the authors, this section will allow readers “to appreciate new trends in creating Grid-based communities and applications running on the Grids” (p. xiv). It is true: web services enable business and IT to synchronize and accommodate fast and efficient changes in real time. This section covers grid goals, grid networks and applications, and web services as grid platforms. At the end of the book, discussing how grid computing can fulfill all the requirements of web services in a dynamic, cross-organizational manner, the authors remind readers that web services are not all about grid computing. They say that grids will not necessarily replace existing distributed computing technologies, but rather grids will complement them. 
On the whole, the book systematically reviews current web technology and trends, but it would be great if the book were more reader-friendly. First, it contains many acronyms, and not all of them are escorted by their full names the first time they appear. Second, the authors did a good job when explaining new ideas and concepts, but there is jargon that might have received more explanation, particularly on first mention. For example, when introducing grids, the authors might have defined grid technology or grid computing to make the book more usable and provide an even better experience for readers.  

Despite those two slight flaws, the book is an excellent read. The price of the book, US$89.95, is a large sum, but it is worth the price for project managers, web architects, and IT students who want to invest in it and keep it nearby for reference. 
