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Assessing the Future Landscape of Scholarly Communication: An Exploration of Faculty Values and Needs in Seven Disciplines

Abstract: 

Since 2005, the Center for Studies in Higher Education (CSHE), with generous funding from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, has been conducting research to understand the needs and practices of faculty for in-progress scholarly communication (i.e., forms of communication employed as research is being executed) as well as archival publication. This report brings together the responses of 160 interviewees across 45, mostly elite, research institutions in seven selected academic fields: archaeology, astrophysics, biology, economics, history, music, and political science. The overview document summarizes the main practices we explored across all seven disciplines--tenure and promotion, dissemination, sharing, collaboration, resource creation and consumption, and public engagement. We published the report online in such a way that you can search various topics within and across case studies. Our premise has always been that disciplinary conventions matter and that social realities (and individual personality) will dictate how new practices, including those under the rubric of Web 2.0 or cyberinfrastructure, are adopted by scholars. That is, the academic values embodied in disciplinary cultures, as well as the interests of individual players, have to be considered when envisioning new schemata for the communication of scholarship at its various stages. After a brief introduction to our work, we look forward to a lively Q&A. 

Dissemination Practices 

Scholars use a range of mechanisms for disseminating scholarship at various stages. That is, within any given discipline there may be a variety of publishing strategies available to authors. For example, in physics, astrophysics, and mathematics, discipline-specific repositories, such as the arXiv, are essential outlets that exist alongside formal commercial- and society-owned journals. Economists use working paper repositories, such as SSRN and personal websites, for disseminating research but continue to rely heavily upon society and commercial journals for final archival publication. In the book-based fields of the humanities, journals are still important as a means for disseminating short arguments, book reviews, and other communications. In computer science, peer-reviewed conference proceedings are the most prestigious outlet, but distribution of scholarship using more open methods, such as posting on personal websites, is common. In musicology, there are multiple outlets ranging from books and critical editions to highly competitive and selective society journals to encyclopedias. In biology, and perhaps other sciences that are fast-moving, well-funded, highly competitive, and have commercial potential, there is a more limited range of outlets (although numerically many more journals in some subfields). The journal article reigns in these fields and the more prestigious the journal, the better from the perspective of faculty at competitive institutions.

Precision About Terms

Scholars must balance concerns about prestige and impact factor with considerations of audience and the technical affordances of particular media when choosing a publication outlet. The inherent diversity in publication practices makes precise terminology absolutely imperative. Such precision includes being clear about what is meant by “open access” publishing (i.e., using preprint or postprint servers for archival scholarship published in prestigious outlets versus publishing in new, untested open-access journals, or the more casual individual posting of working papers, blogs, and other non-peer-reviewed work). Although there is a universal embrace of the rapidly expanding body of digital “primary” sources and data, there is an equally strong aversion to a “glut” of unvetted secondary publications and ephemera. The degree to which peer review, despite its perceived shortcomings, is considered to be an important filter of academic quality, cannot be overstated. 

Sharing, Social Media, and Web 2.0

Sharing research results prior to archival publication is a complex issue. Sharing depends on what, when, and with whom, and—as we found with so much of scholarly behavior—is dependent on individual personality. Personal communication to colleagues in small, informal networks is the norm for sharing “half-baked” ideas in all disciplines. That is, a modicum of privacy is essential for many scholars in their initial dissemination practices. In some competitive and commercially lucrative fields, such as molecular biology, journals have developed an exceptionally fast turnaround time from manuscript submission to publication, and early sharing of research in, for example, the form of working papers or via Web 2.0-type vehicles (e.g., Facebook-type platforms) is simply non-existent. Even in fields such as astrophysics and economics, which have preprint/working paper cultures, early public sharing most often takes the form of penultimate drafts that are ready for submission to formal publication venues. 

In all fields, many young scholars, and particularly graduate students, are especially leery of putting ideas and data out too soon for fear of theft and/or misinterpretation. Given these findings, we caution against assumptions that “millennials” will change the social landscape of scholarship by virtue of their facility with cell phones and social networking sites. There is ample evidence that, once initiated into the profession, newer scholars—be they graduate students, postdoctoral scholars, or assistant professors—adopt the behaviors, norms, and recommendations of their mentors in order to advance their careers. Of course, teenagers eventually develop into adults. Moreover, given the complex motivations involved in sharing scholarly work and the importance of peer review as a quality and noise filter, we think it premature to assume that Web 2.0 platforms geared toward early public exposure of research ideas or data are going to spread among scholars in the most competitive institutions. These platforms may, however, become populated with materials, such as protocols or primary data, which established scholars want to disseminate in some formal way but without undergoing unnecessary and lengthy peer review. It is also possible, based on our scan of a variety of “open peer-review” websites, that scholars in less competitive institutions (including internationally), who may experience more difficulty finding a high stature publisher for their work, will embrace these publication outlets. Time will tell.

Identifying Faculty Needs

We identified five key topics, addressed in detail in the case studies themselves, which require real attention: 

(1)
The development of more nuanced tenure and promotion practices that do not rely exclusively on the imprimatur of the publication or easily gamed citation metrics, 

(2)
A reexamination of the locus, mechanisms, timing, and meaning of peer review,

(3)
Competitive high quality and affordable journals and monograph publishing platforms (with strong editorial boards, peer review, and sustainable business models), 

(4)
New models of publication that can accommodate arguments of varied length, rich media, and embedded links to data; plus institutional assistance to manage permissions of copyrighted material, and 

(5)
Support for managing and preserving new research methods and products including components of natural language processing, visualization, complex distributed databases, and GIS, among many others. 

Although robust infrastructures are needed locally and beyond, the sheer diversity of scholars’ needs across the disciplines and the rapid evolution of the technologies themselves means that one-size-fits-all solutions will almost always fall short. As faculty continue to innovate and pursue new avenues in their research, both the technical and human infrastructure will have to evolve with the ever-shifting needs of scholars. This infrastructure will, by necessity, be built within the context of disciplinary conventions, reward systems, and the practice of peer review, all of which undergird the growth and evolution of superlative academic endeavors. 
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