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Agenda

1. About me
2. What is scholarly communication?
3. What’s wrong with the traditional system?
4. How are people redesigning the system?
5. Coffee break
6. How can you get published?
7. How can you help rebuild the system?
8. Discussion







Disclaimer:

I am reprising a presentation I created while working at the DHO, a project of the 
Royal Irish Academy.

So …
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What is scholarly communication?



‘How things have always worked’

Scholars 
create.

Publishers 
disseminate.

Libraries 
provide 
access.



Broadly speaking, what do publishers do?

• solicit and acquire content
• filter (editorial boards, facilitation of peer 

review)
• edit
• package
• distribute



Broadly speaking, what do publishers do?

• solicit and acquire content
• filter (editorial boards, facilitation of peer review)
• edit
• package
• distribute

It used to be that these functions were costly to carry out. 
It made sense to have specialised operations for this 
work and to allow publishers to use copyright to 
protect their investment in producing paper copies.



More specifically, what do publishers do?

The answer is quite different for publishers of 
scholarly books (mostly university presses) and 
publishers of scholarly journals (mostly 
commercial publishers).

Both:
• Lend credibility to authors
• Appear credible to readers
• Copyedit (often)



A publisher of scholarly books:

• Flatters senior scholars into writing
• Shapes writing for the audience
• Typesets (usually)
• Handles production of print and maybe digital 

copies
• Gives royalties to authors (in rare cases when 

a book sells well)



A publisher of scholarly journals:

• Facilitates peer review
• Pays editors (sometimes)
• Typesets
• Produces online and/or print version
• Gives royalties to a sponsoring learned society 

(sometimes)



At what price?



Prices versus inflation

Inflation in the US over the period 
1986 to 2001 was 101%.

Adjusted for inflation, major 
university libraries in the US and 
Canada spend 85% as much as 
they used to on monographs but 
3.7 times as much on journals
(across all disciplines).

While there are more journal 
titles than we used to, the per-
unit cost of journals (last counted 
in 2005) had increased nearly as 
much as journal expenditures as a 
whole. So we still get access to 
approximately the same number 
of journals.

This growth is unsustainable.
http://www.arl.org/bm~doc/arlstat08.pdf



Why do journals cost so much?

• Journal publishing today is dominated by a 
few commercial publishers.

• Authors and readers often do not directly 
subscribe to journals but instead use what’s 
made available through an institutional 
(library) subscription. Users do not bear the 
cost, so they have little motivation to use an 
alternative.

• Prestige plays an important role in the market.



The role of copyright

Most publishers’ business model—like that of 
the film and music industries—is based on use 
of copyright to charge users for access.

You can argue that royalties are a motivation for 
filmwriters and musicians, but is it really a 
motivation for scholars? Most are employed 
by a university and are more interested in 
being read—and credited for their work—than 
in getting tiny royalty cheques.



Isn’t it crazy that universities pay faculty members 
to do research and publish their findings, only to 
have to pay again to purchase documentation of 

and access to the results of the research? 
Especially when faculty members rarely receive 
payment for writing or editing. In fact, in some 

fields authors are charged to have their accepted 
articles published!



This made sense when scholarly publishing was a 
mostly non-commercial operation with high costs of 

distribution.

It makes a lot less sense in the age of the Internet.



If we were designing a scholarly communication 
system for scratch, it would ideally:

• Allow anyone to read or make copies of 
scholarly writing as long as the author is 
credited.

• Be operated on a not-for-profit basis or in a 
highly competitive market.

We’d also like to take advantage of digital 
technology to do things you can’t easily do in 
print (to be discussed later).



What questions do you have so far?



How are people redesigning the 
system of scholarly communication?

• Open-access (OA) publishing:
– OA journals and books
– Institutional repositories
– Subject (disciplinary) repositories

• Tools for collaborative authoring and editing
• Tools to facilitate peer review
• Distributed (‘crowdsourced’) peer review









http://pkp.sfu.ca/files/OJSinanHour.pdf



Cell Press: ‘Article of the Future’



Open access in Ireland

• Most higher education institutions and some 
government agencies have institutional 
repositories.

• IRCSET, SFI and HEA all have OA mandates for 
research that they have funded. (IRCHSS has not 
yet adopted an OA policy.)

• HRB has an OA recommendation.
• DIT has an institutional mandate.

For more information, see http://www.driver-support.eu/pmwiki/index.php?n=Main.Ireland.







Scholars also communicate to the 
public

It would be good to rebuild the market for 
textbooks along similar lines to that for 
scholarly literature:

• Making learning materials free to read or 
redistribute

• Transcending the print medium when 
appropriate to create interactive content and 
non-linear narrative







It’s time for coffee.



What questions do you have?



How can you get published?

Considering turning your thesis into a book? Think 
about the different audiences of a PhD thesis and 
a book or journal article.
Your thesis will require significant reworking to make it 

into a book or series of articles, so you may find that it 
would be better to devote your time to a new project.

Book proposals on narrow or interdisciplinary 
topics are unlikely to be accepted by university 
presses (despite higher education funding 
priorities!).



How can you get published? (cont.)

If you and your colleagues want to gather a 
collection of essays, you are probably better 
off trying to get a special thematic issue of a 
journal published than to have this collection 
published as a book. (Such anthologies take 
more work for publishers and are less likely to 
sell.)



How can you get published? (cont.)

If you approach publishers, be sure to contact 
the commissioning editor (American: 
‘acquiring editor’) at the presses that 
specialise in your topic.

Your initial contact should contain a short 
abstract. A full proposal should follow the 
guidelines provided by the press.

Give your first choice publisher a time limit for 
getting back to you before you contact others.



How can you get published? (cont.)

Perhaps you want to go through Open 
Humanities Press or another organisation that 
does not have the same financial constraints 
as traditional publishers?

Just because the content is freely available 
doesn’t mean it hasn’t been reviewed to the 
same standard as traditional publications.



How can you help rebuild the system?

• Become involved in an existing open 
publishing initiative, or start your own.

• Evangelise among your colleagues.



What questions do you have?
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