ODAI Letter

The revolutionary innovations of the Internet have had a disruptive effect on Yale University’s mission to create, disseminate, and preserve knowledge. The traditional infrastructure that supported the creation, dissemination, and stewardship of academic information/knowledge through the physical print medium is profoundly inadequate when knowledge is predominantly created and disseminated digitally.

When printed books and journals were the primary means for communicating scholarly content, a well-developed infrastructure with defined roles of producer, disseminator, and steward supported the production, publication, and management of that published output. Researchers transmitted the results of their research by producing manuscripts which were disseminated as printed journals and books by the academic publishing community and in turn purchased and stewarded by the university library which provided cataloging, circulation, and preservation services. Although this process has been substantially disrupted by the advent of the digital age, the infrastructure remains largely unchanged.

In the 21st century, with the ubiquity of digital content and the networked environment of the Web, the roles of knowledge producer and disseminator have become conflated, while the role of digital steward has been left largely unfilled. Yale University has seen the rise of aggressive content production plans in the form of the digitization of library and museum assets such as the Microsoft book mass digitization project, the creation of audio and video learning objects such as Open Yale Courses and event/lecture recordings, the establishment of web-based digital humanities projects such as the Yale Modernism Lab and the Jonathan Edwards Papers, and the production of massive quantities of research data enabled by the increasingly powerful computing environment. Without a coherent digital asset management infrastructure of shared policy and practice, organized/connected communities of digital and content domain experts, and interoperable and scalable technology platforms, we cannot adequately meet our mission to create, disseminate, and preserve knowledge in digital form. 

All research universities face this fundamental challenge to make significant investment in a new infrastructure that includes policy development, community engagement, and tool and platform development. At Yale, the Office of Digital Assets and Infrastructure (ODAI) has the charge and the initial resources focused on the creation of this new infrastructure. There is significant work to be done to shift the culture of independent units towards coordination and sharing. This effort will take time, two-way communication, and the consistent advocacy of Yale’s leaders. There is significant work to be done to develop policy and the technological platforms. These tasks will require collaboration, incentives, and consistent funding.

The ODAI goals for the next two years are focused on working with the content community to build essential foundational infrastructure that will allow incremental development and create a sound, widely-shared platform for future growth. These goals include: 
1.  Implement a shared system to manage and organize digital images and audio/video productions. 
2.  Develop business planning to implement a shared service for the preservation of campus digital assets that includes extensible, highly reliable mass storage. 

3.  Begin the development of campus digital stewardship policies and services to address the proliferation of data generated by faculty research. 

4.   Develop a compendium of shared best practices and policies associated with the creation, management, and dissemination of digital content, especially focusing on intellectual property.

5.  Create a central catalog of priorities for the digitization of content from the libraries, archives, and museums.

6.  Capitalize on the available space on West Campus to create a digitization facility that will become a collaborative center for staff, faculty, and students engaged in the science and art of digital creation. 

7.  Develop a University-wide digital content information strategy that includes a roadmap for digital content infrastructure development, purchases, and partnerships.
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