Editorial

Walk the Talk: Open Access and

Academic Libraries

Driven to near despair by the ever in-
creasing cost of scholarship, particularly
the growing expense of scientific journal
subscriptions, Mary Case and I, way back
in 1998, wrote an article for Notices of the
American Mathematical Society with the
highfalutin title of “Reforming Scholarly
Publishing in the Sciences.” In it we ar-
gued that scientists, working with librar-
ians and professional societies, needed to
keep their scholarship within the “circle
of the academy” so that we could fully
exploit “the archival and distribution
potential of new digital information tech-
nology.” We were trying to find new ways
of doing business in scholarly publishing,
and we were not alone in thinking about
this. Just a year before, the Association
of Research Libraries created SPARC
(Scholarly Publishing and Academic
Resources Coalition) whose mission was
to be a catalyst for the creation of a more
competitive marketplace for scholarly
publishing and to be an advocate for fair
and ethical uses of scholarship.

Back then the concept of “open ac-
cess” as a new way of doing business
was hardly on anyone’s radar, but in the
ensuing decade, SPARC and a dedicated
group of scholars, librarians, and even
some publishers rallied around the prac-
tice of making scholarship freely available
over the Internet. Peter Suber has been
tireless in documenting the growth and
development of the open access move-
ment through his Open Access News blog
(which ceased recently, a victim of its
own success) and the SPARC Open Access
Newsletter. ACRL (Association of College
and Research Libraries), the publisher of
this journal, has seen its Scholarly Com-
munications Committee become an active
and effective supporter of open access and
scholarly publishing reform through its
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successful institutes, toolkit,
and the marketing of the Cre-
ate Change Web site.

Today, The Directory of
Open Access Journals lists almost five thou-
sand open access journals in operation.
The publishers represented there have
created open access business models for
themselves, often looking to research
funders or institutions rather than to
subscribers to bear the cost of publication.
Also, many traditional for-profit and non-
profit publishers are turning “green,” al-
lowing their authors to post copies of their
articles in institutional and disciplinary
open access repositories. Major govern-
ment agencies such as the US National
Institutes of Health, influential founda-
tions including the Wellcome Trust and
Howard Hughes Medical Institute, and
leading universities exemplified by Har-
vard University now mandate open access
publication from their clients and faculty.

Reform in scholarly publishing has
made remarkable strides. Our call in the
late 1990’s and others like it were heeded,
action was taken, and now more scholar-
ship is taking full advantage of the open
and broad distribution afforded by the
Internet.

But not so fast and self-congratulatory.
There is still much to do. The openness
of the science disciplines is quite varied.
While you can find physics literature read-
ily and freely available, you would be hard
pressed to do deep research in chemistry
without access to a library or research
center with deep pockets that can provide
online access to expensive proprietary
databases. And what about our own dis-
cipline: our own journals and knowledge
assets in library and information science?

Three recent studies published in Col-
lege & Research Libraries give us some trou-



bling as well as encouraging indicators.

Last year, in the July 2009 issue, we
brought you “Where There’s a Will
There’s a Way?: Survey of Academic Li-
brarian Attitudes About Open Access.”
Based on a national study of academic li-
brarians conducted in 2006, the authors—
Kristi Palmer, Emily Dill, and Charlene
Christie—found a “discrepancy between
stated support of library involvement in
open access initiatives and significantly
lacking action toward this end.” In our
current issue, Doug Way in “The Open
Access Availability of Library and Infor-
mation Science Literature” reports that his
research using Google Scholar to search
for open accessibility of top LIS journal lit-
erature shows “the archiving of articles is
not a regular practice in the field, articles
are not being deposited in institutional
or subject repositories at a high rate and
the overall percentage of available open
access articles in LIS was similar to the
findings in previous studies.”

This isn’t what we want, if we are to
lead by example. I recommend we all take
another look at Kara Malenfant’s January
2009 C&RL article “Leading Change in the
System of Scholarly Communication: A
Case Study of Engaging Liaison Librar-
ians for Outreach to Faculty” for a good
prescription to help us get better. In it
she describes how one academic library,
in this case the University of Minnesota
Libraries, changed itself and its service
to faculty to help reform scholarly pub-
lishing. Let’s all practice what we preach
about open access to scholarship.

Just so you know, College & Research
Libraries provides open access to articles
in press (see our pre-publication service)
and then again after six months from their
formal publication date. Institutional and
disciplinary repository posting by authors
is permitted and encouraged. We are not
perfect yet, but getting there.

Joe Branin, Editor
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