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Open Knowledge Institutions: Reinventing Universities
In Open Knowledge Institutions, a diverse group of authors offer a bold proposition:
universities should become open knowledge institutions, acting with principles of
openness at their center and working across boundaries and with broad communities to
generate shared knowledge resources for the benefit of humanity. Calling on universities
to adopt transparent protocols for the creation, use, and governance of these resources,
the authors draw on cutting-edge theoretical work, offer real-world case studies, and
outline ways to assess universities' attempts to achieve openness. The authors have used
a so-called ’Book Sprint’ method to write the book, an intensive and collaborative way to
write a book together in a very short time. A first version of the book has also been made
available online for public peer review.
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Looking back at the
Open Knowledge
Institutions project, can
you give examples of
the kinds of open
practices that have
been applied?

The ‘open’ nature of this book project
goes deeper than the copyright status of
the final published product. The process
of creating this book was an opportunity
for us to work with a community to
explore the concept of the university as
an Open Knowledge Institution. The ideas
and principles that we articulate in the
book are shaping a larger program of
research on Open Knowledge Institutions
that we are leading from Curtin
University: The Curtin Open Knowledge
Initiative.

The first iteration of the book was written
in 2018: by 13 authors during a five day
‘Book Sprint’. At the end of the workshop
we were fortunate to be invited to work
with MIT Press as part of a practical
experiment in open publishing. This
included sharing our book via the MIT
Press Works in Progress site and using
the PubPub platform to support a
process of open peer review. We also
printed the Book Sprint version of the
book and shared it with colleagues,
senior leaders within universities, and at
conferences. Sharing the pre-print of the
book was an opportunity for us to invite
comments and critiques and to start a
conversation about our ideas, as well as
to update the book to reflect feedback.
MIT Press facilitated a parallel process of
traditional peer review. In 2021 the book
was finally made available as an MIT Press
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paperback; as well as in a range of open
access formats.
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Why is openness
important to you and
this project? What did
it enable you to do?

Given the topic of the book and the
arguments that we make in it, we began
this project clear about the fact that we
really wanted the book to be made
available as open access. Our book
makes a case for open access as a
powerful mechanism for breaking down
barriers to access and use of the
knowledge made within universities. We
felt very strongly that, in order to be
credible, we needed to model the type of
action we are calling for.
The other ‘open’ elements of the way we
approached this project also reflect the
arguments that we put forward in the
book. For example, we argue that the
diversity of perspectives results in richer
knowledge; and increases the likelihood
that such knowledge will generate value
for the communities that universities
serve. This means more than just
diversity of gender or ethnicity, it also
means diversity of age and discipline
perspective (within universities). The
diversity of the group that we brought
together to write this book and our
efforts to engage with the widest possible
range of people during the community
peer review process were an attempt to
embody the values of the book in the

process that was used to create it. The
open approaches that we used in
creating the book really have shaped the
arguments that we make; as well as the
ways in which we make them.
For example, the vision of Open
Knowledge that we put forward in the
book emphasises the value of diversity in
the groups making ‘expert’ knowledge; as
well as the often productive nature of the
conflicts that arise at the boundaries
between disciplines. This perspective is
something that is reflected in the diversity
of authors involved in writing the book,
which included senior university leaders,
scholars
of
media
and
culture,
economists, science communicators,
library
and
information
scientists,
statisticians and sociologists. It has also
carried over into the deep collaborations
between Humanities perspectives and
data scientists within the Curtin Open
Knowledge Initiative. This hasn’t always
been comfortable. Working across
disciplines and perspectives can be
tough. However, I think that the result is
more interesting because it is the
product of a community, not an
individual.

LUCY
MONTGOMERY

3

Has the ‘Open
Knowledge
Institutions’ project
changed your
understanding of open
scholarship? Also in
view of specific
developments (and
needs) in the
humanities?

The ‘Open Knowledge Institutions’ project
has
absolutely
changed
my
understanding of open scholarship!
Before this project I had difficulty thinking
about ‘openness’ as being more than the
type of licence applied to a research
output. My previous experiences as a
researcher and author gave me very fixed
ideas about what a book was, how it was
written, and how it could be used.
The project has given me the chance to
team up with researchers who have
different ideas about how books can be
written, what peer review can look like,
and how books can be used. The choice
of a Book Sprint workshop as a way to
write this book, and the courage to
embrace a process of open peer review,
are two examples of how these diverse
perspectives have changed my own
research practices for the better. I have
especially valued the experience of
connecting with other researchers
interested in the book project through
open peer review.

The process turned out to be
constructive, exciting and genuinely
helpful. Collaborating with people from
very different disciplines isn’t always easy.
However, I think that Humanities
perspectives are needed when we are
thinking about big questions - including
what the future of universities could look
like. I also think that the Humanities have
a lot to gain from experimenting with new
approaches
and
considering
new
perspectives when making research
openly available, since a model that
assumes that academics will have six
years to research and write a book that
sells around 200 copies is a model that
can never be inclusive, and which feels
increasingly out of touch.
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Since you were trying
to do something new
and experimental with
this project, did you
have to convince
anybody (maybe
yourself!) that it could
work? How did you do
this?

Convincing our university to allow us to
use our research funding to pay for a
Book Sprint workshop took a bit of work.
The concept of a Book Sprint was
completely new to our university
leadership and there was some
scepticism about the idea that we needed
to bring an external person in to facilitate
the workshop.
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We couldn’t have written the book in five
days without a very skilled facilitator and
the amazing BookSprints team who
worked on graphic design, copy editing
and layout while we slept. At the end of
an exhausting week we had a beautiful
book that we could put on the desks of
our sponsors within the university - which
they found impressive.
The team of authors that we brought
together were excited about trying
something new. The spirit of excitement
about an opportunity to experiment with
a new approach, and curiosity about
where this would lead, was boosted by
MIT Press’s willingness to take our book
forward through an open, community
engaged publishing process. In this case
trying a new approach paid off!
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OPEN KNOWLEDGE INSTITUTIONS
LINKS
Open Knowledge Institutions on PubPub
Open Knowledge Institutions on MITPress Direct
Open Knowledge Institutions in print
Open Knowledge Institutions open peer review project page
Paperback
$35.00 X
ISBN: 9780262542432
176 pp. | 6 in x 9 in
14 b&w illus
Lucy Montgomery, John Hartley, Cameron Neylon, Malcolm Gillies, Eve Gray, Carsten
Herrmann-Pillath, Chun-Kai (Karl) Huang, Joan Leach, Jason Potts, Xiang Ren, Katherine
Skinner, Cassidy R. Sugimoto and Katie Wilson
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