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Scholarly Communication in Peer-Reviewed Journals: Toward a Metahistory of their Design and their 

Rise from Early Knowledge Dissemination and Management Models 

  

 Knowledge creation, dissemination, management, and preservation have evolved over the 

course of human history.  Created by scholars, the peer-review process through which ideas become 

knowledge emerged in primary oral cultures and was further refined in literate cultures to the point at 

which it exists today. Design influences by medieval publishers and early scholarly periodical designers 

still shape the look, feel and use of academic journals today. The history of scholarly communication 

has lead to a modern journal publishing and knowledge management structure that is strongly rooted in 

humans' search for truth and an innate desire to logically describe  the universe. 

 From Henry Oldenburg's vision of the Royal Society's role in documenting intellectual property 

ownership to the current open-access publishing revolution, scholarly communication through 

periodical publications has changed a great deal since its inception in the seventeenth century. Yet, the 

journal's essential mission, to share discoveries with one's colleagues and document the knowledge 

creation process, is as elemental to the journal as ever. Neither have the journal's general design 

characteristics changed drastically. The internet and resulting “information age's” has had a huge 

impact on the journal's distribution and workflow management, but whether print or digital, design has 

remained fairly consistent. Digitization has had a significant impact on how scholars use scholarly 

journals, and particularly how they access their contents. The open-access movement's attempts to 

loosen commercial publishers' hold on the journal publishing industry has had positive consequences 

for scholars. More peer-reviewed content is now available on the World Wide Web than ever before. 

Negative implications for the continued relevance of peer-review remain a concern, but new models of 

peer-review are currently being tested. Occupying a 350 year span in human history, the periodic 

scholarly journal has become the method of documenting, sharing and evaluating ideas for scholars in 
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nearly every discipline. It's ability to generate intellectual debate and document the origination of an 

philosophical statement are roles crucial to the advancement of the human intellect that cannot readily  

be filled by any other mode of human communication. 

 This paper is organized by headings in ALL CAPS. Sub-headings are denoted by SMALL CAPS. 

This essay is 9,800 words. In my scholarly discipline, Library and Information Science, a work of this 

length would be appropriate as a chapter in an anthology focusing on the the publishing industry or the 

history of knowledge management. Both topics are anthologized by the major publishers in my field 

fairly infrequently. More often, these topics are dealt with in article-length pieces in the field's major 

peer-reviewed scholarly journals. I have relied heavily on my experience as an institutional repository 

manager and scholarly communications director for the paper's organization but have cited numerous 

sources of primary and secondary content. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW: THE STUDY OF SCHOLARLY PUBLISHING 

Little literature systematically analyzing the scholarly publishing process was published prior to the 

1970's. The four volume set Information Through the Printed Word: Dissemination of Scholarly, 

Scientific, and Intellectual Knowledge was the first and most comprehensive analysis of book and 

journal publishing, academic libraries' roles, and indexing services' impacts on scholarship across 

disciplines (Machlup, Fritz, and Leeson). Funded by the National Science Foundation and the National 

Endowment for the Humanities it is organized in such a way as to be relevant and useful to persons in a 

range of academic roles from scientist and scholars to librarians and those who study various other 

aspects of the publishing industry. Its nearly 1,200 pages include aggregated primary data from learned 

and professional  societies, university presses, commercial publishing houses. NCES, ARL and the 

Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) continue to publish these and similar reports 

today. They are some of the only primary sources for statistics describing the production and 
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dissemination of knowledge in printed word format.   secondary data from questionnaires sent to 119 

academic libraries, as well as the the National Center for Education Statistics' (NCES) Library 

Statistics of Colleges and Universities, the Association of Research Libraries' (ARL) ARL Statistics and 

National Shelflist Count as well as 455 responses from a 280 question survey of scholars across 

disciplines. This type of in-depth analysis is lacking today. Replicating such a study would create new 

challenges relating to aggregating data on open-access publishing's impact on the traditional 

publishing model. The most relevant key sources on open-access are noted below. 

 More recent book-length analyses of the state of scholarly publishing are few and far between. 

There has been only one book-length treatment since 2006. While I have no data to support this, my 

theory links this lack of book-length publications to the American economy's disarray. Scholars who 

would create such works are likely teaching more classes and have less time to write lengthy treatises. 

 Ann C. Weller's Editorial Peer-Review: Its Strengths and Weaknesses is an invaluable study of 

the peer-review process and its evolution since its widely-accepted cross-disciplinary use in the 

twentieth century. The concept of peer-review is integral in identifying Philosophical Transactions of 

the Royal Society as the first true peer-reviewed periodical scholarly journal and sets it apart from the 

single-editor review process of Le Journal des Scavans which was first published just a few years 

earlier. 

 In The Costs and Benefits of Library Site Licenses to Academic  Journals, Bergstrom and 

Bergstrom argue that while journal site licenses to academic libraries (via subscriptions to large, 

disciplinary databases) are expensive to their institutions and provide wider access to the literature of a 

discipline their impact on readership is relatively minimal. The implications of the authors' findings 

reinforce academic libraries' worldwide adoption of open access publishing advocate role as a forward-

thinking move that may benefit scholars at all institutions by providing access to even more high 

quality journals with high impact factors.  It is presented in Adobe Systems portable document format 
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as well as hypertext markup language and is navigated as a traditional scholarly journal article. 

 A dozen years past the editors of Electronic multimedia publishing: enabling technologies and 

authoring issues describe the how the World Wide Web's deployment as a “distribution vehicle” has 

usurped mechanisms like the paper journal, CD-ROM and early computer networks (Makedon and 

Rebelsky 5). This shift in modalities represented the new multimedia publishing requirements many 

scholars in the humanities and particularly the sciences began demanding. Because of the new 

availability of more powerful computer processors and the advent of custom software, researchers and 

scholars were beginning to amass larger and larger files. These  data sets,  graphic, audio, and video 

files began to command greater significance related to scholarly publishing. In these initial stages of 

publishing in the information age local, specialized databases were created to handle the growing 

amounts of data generated my researchers (Wei 9). 

 German geneticist and open-access publishing advocate Bjorn Brems presents a history of 

scholarly publishing and a series of solutions for the process's current undesirable state in his work. 

Most of his titles are evoke a  “What's Wrong with Scholarly Publishing Today?” attitude.  Brembs 

notes instances of academic dishonesty committed by the three largest academic publishers world-

wide, Wolters Kluwer, Reed Elsevier, and Thomson Reuters. Ghostwriting and other unethical 

behavior is detailed and its impact on the peer-review process's reputation is documented. Brembs 

stresses the impact of ghostwriting and “throwaway” journals published in the biomedical sciences. 

 Stevan Harnad is one of the pioneers of open-access journal publishing. His work with Tim 

Brody Comparing the Impact of Open Access (OA) vs. Non-OA Articles in the Same Journals presents 

the findings of their groundbreaking collaborative study.  Though dated this peer-reviewed scholarly 

journal article from one of the most respected open-access digital libraries journals presents the first 

nearly complete examination of impact factors of traditionally published journals and their open-access 
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counterparts. D-Lib Magazine is itself an important source as an example of a successful, long-lived 

open-access information systems journal, and this article represents a seminal work in the study of 

open-access publishing's influence on journals' impact factors. It is presented in a clean hypertext 

markup language format with navigable hyperlinks from in-text citations to the complete references 

and full-text documents where available. 

 Commissioned by the United Kingdom Joint Information Systems Committee, Houghton et al.'s 

Exploring the Costs and Benefits Economic Implications of Alternative Scholarly Publishing Models : 

Exploring the Costs and Benefits presents evidence targeted at decision makers at university libraries to 

assist them in creating alternative scholarly publishing policies namely supporting open-access 

publishing models and institutional repositories. It begins by defining the “knowledge economy” 

stressing the increasing importance of not just information literacy and access to information but 

providing access to peer-reviewed knowledge in monographs and scholarly journals. The authors 

follow this definition with copious data on subscription knowledge systems usage and expenditures by 

major research institutions. It is presented in Adobe Systems portable document format and is 

navigated as a traditional non-profit/government report. 

 One of the few examinations of the state of humanities journals, Jennifer Howard's 

Humanities Journals Confront Identity Crisis  is based on anecdotal data this paper examines the 

decrease in scholarly journal publishing among humanities scholars and identifies the increasing 

importance of monograph publishing as the form of scholarly communication preferred by senior-

level scholars. Humanities journals have long been seen as underdogs in the open-access publishing 

movement because of their low readership and subscription rates and the perceived lack of authority 

in some of the narrower humanities fields. Howard, a fiction writer and journalist, reports on the state 

if history journals and their diminishing perception of importance among scholars in the discipline. A 

brief examination of the open-access publishing model and its influence on current humanities 
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journals is followed by a review of entry-level, mid-career and full-professor's publication preferences. 

This work was published in print and online and follows closely the Chronicle of Higher Education's 

standard print-centric layout and format. 

 The National Institutes of Health made a groundbreaking mandate in 2008. By updating its 

Public Access Policy The National Institutes of Health made a solid statement by one of the largest 

secondary source publishers in the world. Supported by Congress, this policy mandates open-access 

publication of all NIH-funded research findings at the instance of their acceptance for publication by a 

scholarly journal. A twelve month embargo helps publishers collect some revenue from subscription 

sales but is permissible only under certain circumstances. This policy change was a direct challenge to 

large commercial publishers like Reed-Elsevier. No longer would the copyright of publicly-funded 

research results be used to hold it hostage and limit access to the American tax payer. While a 

compromise consisting of embargoes that help the publishers recoup the costs of publishing, the 

mandate requires publishers to release post-prints to the N.I.H. for open-access publishing in the free 

PubMed database. 

 Finally, Jean-Claude Guédon's In Oldenburg’s Long Shadow: Librarians, Research Scientists, 

Publishers, and the Control of Scientific Publishing represents the most well-reasoned argument for a 

major, concerted reversal of the economic policies set by commercial journal publishers since the 

nineteen sixties.  Guédon describes the history of the scholarly periodical and its founding in a 

seventeenth century devoid of copyright law or the concept of intellectual property. He continues by 

describing a relatively stable series of plateaus in the journal publishing industry as it was controlled by  

learned societies for nearly three centuries. Post World War Two America and Great Britain economies 

were poised to fund universities and their libraries to support a new researcher-oriented first world 

economy. New journals abounded and the advent of the Scientific Citation Index created groups of 

“core journals” in every field. Unfortunately, over the next three decades commercial publishers slowly 
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but surely wrestled control of these journals from the learned societies of their inception and began 

increasing subscription prices. The nineteen seventies saw the journal price crisis which provided the 

impetus for groups of scholars and librarians to begin analyzing the scholarly communication process 

and experiment with solutions to the problems the commercial publishers had created with their control 

of the market. The last sections if Guédon's paper detail the beginnings of these scholar-driven 

initiatives ending with a brief discussion of open-access publishing. Though published in 2001, this 

essay is a primer for any scholar studying the history of the periodical journal. 

 

KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT IN PRIMARY-ORAL CULTURES 

In primary oral cultures knowledge was created, stored, and accessed within the human psyche. 

Humans communicated new ideas and hypotheses orally, tested those hypotheses, and announced their 

findings orally. Vetting those hypotheses, methods, results, and conclusion occurred in oral discourse. 

Once accepted, knowledge was preserved through transference and oral repetition.  Acceptance of a 

hypothesis as knowledge based on experiential or experimental method and process happened 

completely within human thought and speech (Ong 27). The learning of trades is a notable example of 

such phenomenon that exists relatively unchanged today. In primary oral cultures “trades are learned by 

apprenticeship...which means from observation and practice with only minimal explanation” and this 

instructional method has remained consistent throughout the human development into modern 

electronic learning culture (Ong 67). Modern trade associations use the apprenticeship model to teach 

newcomers hands-on skills, and additionally, as a means to protect knowledge that ensures the 

associations' existence. Evidence can be found in the strict ways modern trade unions protect their 

intellectual property (Russell). Trade journals are a modern counter example, but the trades of antiquity 

(those that existed before writing in primary oral cultures) largely exclude themselves from this 

publishing model. 
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THE HISTORY OF JOURNAL DESIGN AND USABILITY 

The scholarly publishing process has, what seems today, an innate cultural value, but this perceived 

value has been created and built-up over time. What gives the journal its lofty perch in the world of 

scholarship? As discussed earlier, the peer review process is certainly a contributing factor, but some 

evidence exists to support a claim that the design of the scholarly journal has had an impact on its 

adoption as the primary medium of knowledge creation in nearly all academic disciplines. 

 Human beings have been sharing knowledge since the species has been in existence. The Bible's 

Old Testament book, Ecclesiastes (literally “the Preacher” or “member of the assembly”) indicates an 

oral tradition of sharing knowledge and seeking truth several hundred years before Christ (Ong 34). 

This tradition of oral knowledge management and dissemination is exemplified by Plato's accounts of 

his mentor's lessons. Socrates' most famous utterance is, “Knowledge is virtue.” The practice of 

Socratic dialectics lead its participants to question one's values and ideas and internalize others' thus 

shaping one's own values. It was, at its inception, the essence of humanism. Furthermore, though this 

interpretation is debated still in philosophy literature, Socrates' opinion of written language was likely 

low. In Plato's Phaedrus, Socrates states: 

And in this instance, you who are the father of letters, from a paternal love of your own 

children have been led to attribute to them a quality which they cannot have; for this 

discovery of yours will create forgetfulness in the learners' souls, because they will not 

use their memories; they will trust to the external written characters and not remember 

of themselves. The specific which you have discovered is an aid not to memory, but to 

reminiscence, and you give your disciples not truth, but only the semblance of truth; 

they will be hearers of many things and will have learned nothing; they will appear to 

be omniscient and will generally know nothing; they will be tiresome company, having 
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the show of wisdom without the reality (Plato). 

Socrates distrusted writing and favored his dialectical method of cross-examination as the primary 

means of intellectual discourse.  Since Socrates' Athenian, intellectual society humans have developed 

a complex but efficient means of intellectual discourse called scholarly or academic publishing. 

 During the creation of the codex and precursors to modern books and journals, most knowledge 

management was a result of efforts of the Christian Church (Drucker and McVarish 46). Political 

instability in Europe created a unique opportunity for secular society to fail to preserve its burgeoning 

textual history, as well as an opportunity for monks of The Church to become the knowledge managers 

of the Medieval period (Drucker and McVarish 50). Libraries were exclusive institutions that were not 

accessible to most people.  Begun in 284 B.C.E., the Alexandrian Library was commissioned by 

Ptolemy I Soter on the advice of an Athenian student of Plato's Academy. The Library's goals to 

“collect every book written in Greek...and establish a research library for scholars in all branches of 

learning” (Wellisch 19)  are eerily similar to Google Inc.'s mission to “organize the world‘s information 

and make it universally accessible and useful” (Corporate Information). The Alexandrian Library 

became the scholarly hub of the early intellectual world, but like many collections, it was ultimately 

destroyed (Wellisch 20). These collections, and the works from which they were comprised, were the 

standardized method of scholarly knowledge dissemination and preservation, prior to the advent of the 

periodical academic journal. 

 Early scholarly journal production bore a close resemblance to the work of Medieval monks in 

their creation and design of the codex. The scholarship of Islamic cultures also contributed to this 

document design, as their translations and preservation of Greek texts were captured during the 

eleventh century Crusades (Drucker and McVarish 47). The practice of using dropped capitals to mark 

major divisions in large bodies of text is still in use today, and lends readability to the sometimes 

unwieldy, complex manuscripts (Drucker and McVarish 51). Organizing text into two vertical columns 
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is still used in some scholarly journals to format longer articles (Drucker and McVarish 51).  

 Cover page design has changed only slightly since the seventeenth century. Many current 

scholarly journals shun adornment on their covers, holding true to centuries of simple design layout. 

This is true of both printed and electronic journals. As opposed to modern popular printed magazines, 

scholarly journals in many disciplines can be difficult to discern from one another with a quick glance. 

Publishers of popular periodical, and the graphic designers they employ, rely on attractive, eye-catching 

covers to attract laypersons. The same is true of popular fiction monographs, romance novels being the 

most obvious example. However, scholarly journals and their monograph counterparts generally do not 

rely on flashy covers to attract readers, but rather the quality of the scholarship serves as incentive to 

attract readers, and hence citations. As the name implies, scholarly/peer-reviewed journals’ readership 

originates in the authors’ peers. A journal’s impact factor directly correlates to the number of citations 

created by the author’s peers to his published articles, and is not at all influenced by an eccentric 

document design.  

 Furthermore, scholarly journals’ bland design, (by modern popular periodical publication 

standards,) serves as a badge of authority and objectivity in the biased and sometimes less-than-genuine 

landscape of modern literary review/research practice. Anecdotal evidence provided by your author 

(Daniel Hood) suggests that laypersons, (undergraduate students at a community college,) have no 

frame of reference for interpreting the format, design, or style of scholarly journals, as they have had no 

previous interaction with similar documents. Considering journal issues as complete documents can 

lead to a better understanding of the rationale behind document structure. Generally, a journal's major 

elements include: 

I. a simple cover page 

II. a page devoted to publication information including publisher, editors, membership/subscription 

information, copyright statement etc. 
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III. a table of contents 

IV. the full-text of the articles accepted for publication in the issue 

 Notable missing elements include colorful illuminations, (except when essential to the 

conveyance of an article's findings,) with the dropped capital, which is an occasional exception in some 

journals. The general lack of advertisements lends credibility to the content, and builds confidence in 

the reader, by proving that ideas presented in the journal cannot be bought or sold. There are, of course, 

exceptions to these design generalizations, but most journals follow this prescription of minimalism. 

This minimalist design tradition can be traced to the very first scholarly journals, the Journal des 

Scavans and Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London. 

  The Journal des Scavans and Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London both 

appeared in print in 1665 in France and England respectively (“History of Scholarly Societies”). The  

motives for founding these two journals could not be more different.  While Journal des Scavans 

published mostly brief pieces abstracting scholars' current work (reflecting the news-oriented mindset 

of French scholars), Philosophical Transactions aimed to establish intellectual provenance (Guédon). A 

new term was being bandied about seventeenth century England: “intellectual property.” The term 

arose from the creation of books and new periodical publications in printer's shops. When a writer (the 

term “author” was not yet  applied to writers of scientific literature) submitted his work to a printer the 

request was to reproduce the pages themselves, but printers had businesses to run and a bottom line to 

mind. They desired ownership of the essence of the pages, but, as  Guédon states, “what is text without 

its material substratum?” The concept of scientific intellectual property solved this thorny problem for 

printers and they quickly adjusted their acceptance processes to include transference of intellectual 

property rights along with the text of a scientific article prior to publication. It was during this 

publishing climate that Henry Oldenburg, Secretary of the Royal Society of London for Improving 

Natural Knowledge, instituted a periodical scientific journal with aims of disseminating knowledge and 
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reinforcing the property rights of scholars. His goal was to alleviate some of the pressure placed on 

scholars to prove their scientific ideas' “paternity”. This paternity problem can be illustrated by 

examining Galielo Galilei's discovery of Jupiter's moons. Galielo sent Johannes Kepler and other 

contemporaries proofs of his findings in an attempt to document his discoveries. This practice was the 

only form of establishing paternity of an idea or discovery prior to the existence of the intellectual 

property concept (Guédon). Oldenburg the visionary saw a new role for the Royal Society as an 

accepted register of ideas and discoveries. 

 Preservation of the Journal des Scavans has been remarkable, with most issues from 1665 

through 1940 having been digitized and accessible from Bibliothèque National de France's Gallica 

digital library (“Le Journal des Scavans”). A brief examination of cover pages, front matter, and 

published manuscripts from 1665 through the most recent iteration of the journal in 1944 indicate a 

strict adherence to the document's original design. Though this journal has survived political criticism, 

cancellation, undergone title changes, and employed many editors, all issues closely resemble its 

original format. It was originally published as a quarto, by folding a large sheet of paper twice, so as to 

create four pages or leaves of equal size and printed on both sides. The cover page plain with the title 

centered in a large bold face type preceding manuscripts set in a serif font arranged in side-by-side 

columns of text (“Le Journal des Scavans”). Its design is functionally elegant. Early codex books, 

created by monks, employed dropped capitals at the beginning of major divisions within their text, and 

utilized double-columned pages as early as the fifteenth century (Drucker and McVarish 51). Such 

designs were employed  in religious codices, “because reading was meant to be a devotional and even 

ritual act” (Drucker and McVarish 51). The document's audience was encouraged to meditate on what 

was being read, similar to   that of an orator's audience. In their first forms, the  Journal des Scavans 

and Philosophical Transactions published abridgments of books, published by members of their 

respective scholarly societies (McCutcheon 626). Internal document structure was handled in the 
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Journal des Scavans by employing dropped capitals preceding the first paragraphs of manuscripts, 

hanging indents and italicized script to delineate descriptive, metadata-like content from the 

manuscript's main body of text (see Figure 1). 

(Fig. 1 “Le Journal des Scavans.” gallica: Bibliotheque Numerique. Bibliotheque Nationale de France. 

n.d.) 
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 The convergence of a past rooted in orality, the practices of early literate cultures, and traces of 

Medieval document design have shaped a scholarly communication process that has been in use for 

centuries.  While the electronic information age has remade the scholarly journal into something less 

tactile, it has opened new avenues for management of the submission and review processes, publishing, 

and funding models. The scholarly journal remains the primary medium of scholarly communication in 

modern academia.   

 

THE MECHANICS OF MODERN JOURNAL PUBLISHING 

The descriptor “Scholar” projects many traits on the individual to which it is applied. The most relevant 

in this discussion deals with the creation of knowledge. Scholars in all disciplines are professional 

thinkers. They are highly trained and experienced in a very specific field and spend varying amounts of 

their energy generating new knowledge in their respective disciplines. The process is essentially the 

same for scholars in all disciplines and has remained unchanged for hundreds of years. Scholars 

generate knowledge that stimulates a cyclical conversation among their peers that encourages new 

ideas, research, and further knowledge creation. 

  First, a scholar experiences his peers' work. This can happen in many ways: reading journal 

articles, conference papers, websites, or books; attending conferences and listening to others' 

presentations; or interacting orally or via informal communication with his peers. In any form, this 

experiencing of his peers' work, ideas, and research eventually generates a new idea in his mind. He 

thinks, “Something is missing here. There's room for more exploration. I should explore this idea 

further. What has been published on this subject?” Next, he reviews the literature.  He searches library 
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catalogs for books and other media, searches subscription databases to which his institution's library 

subscribes, and searches the web for other colleges' or universities' institutional repositories or self-

archived work on his peers' own websites. After much reading and research, he either determines that 

the subject has been adequately explained with respect to his narrow field or he discovers a gap or hole 

in the disciplinary knowledge to which he may attempt to add. Charles Kettering, a scholar, researcher, 

and inventor, responsible for many crucial advances in automobile production, was famous for uttering, 

“A problem well-stated is a problem half-solved.” This is now the scholar's challenge. He must state his 

theory in such a way that it can be understood by those who will review it, but most importantly it must 

be stated in a way that facilitates logical provability. He must be able to prove that this knowledge gap 

exists and that he can perform an experiment and generate results that will convince his peers of his 

new discovery's importance to their body of knowledge.   

 At this point, differences arise in the scholarship process. Generally speaking, in the sciences 

and social sciences, an experiment is designed to measure a variable or variables. In the humanities, 

literature or other forms of human creativity are examined for their ability to support the scholar's claim. 

Once the problem has been stated, tested, and results gathered, those results are examined to determine 

whether they have proven or disproved the scholar's thesis. Regardless of the scholar's discipline, the 

ultimate goal is to have his results published in a peer-reviewed journal. Having a paper published in a 

peer-reviewed journal is the accepted process by which theories, experiments, research, data, and 

conclusions become knowledge in nearly all modern academic disciplines. 
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(Fig. 2 “Peer Review Process.” Journal of Pharmaceutical Sciences and Research. 2009. Web. 12 Mar. 

2011.) 

 Regardless of the scholar's discipline, the peer-review process is essentially the same. The 

scholar organizes his thesis, methods, results, and conclusion into a written paper and submits it to a 

journal for review (“peer review, n.”). The process by which  he chooses this journal is fraught with 

discipline-specific minutia but follows a similar progression in most disciplines. He asks himself, “Do 
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my peers respect this journal? If published, will this article help advance my career? Will publishing 

my article in this journal help disseminate my findings to the people who are most interested? What are 

my chances of getting this article accepted and published in this journal?” This decision can be 

daunting, as current estimates find that there are roughly 22,000 peer-reviewed journals currently in 

existence (Belcher 101). There are so many journals that rejection rates are thought to be at historic 

lows in the humanities and social sciences (Belcher 101). His immediate colleagues may have provided 

constructive criticism prior, but once submitted to the journal, the peer-review process begins. Editors 

review the submission and assign it to referees. The referees assess the article based on the journal's 

criteria for acceptance and publication. These usually include relevance and potential impact on the 

field or discipline, as well as an extremely close examination of the methods and results that lead the 

author to believe his thesis has been proven. Criticism is communicated to the author and corrections 

are made, sometimes in many iterations, until the referees and editors agree to accept and publish the 

article (From Here to There). 
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(Fig. 3 Baudoin, Patsy, and MacKenzie Smith. “DEJA: A Year in Review: Report on the Planning Year 

Grant For the Design of a Dynamic E-journal Archive.” The Digital Library Federation. 2002. Web. 29 

Apr. 2011.) 

 With open-access publishing gaining in popularity, a new open peer-review process has been 

developed at various open-access journals.  This model eschews the traditional blind peer-review 

process, allowing anyone with an interest in an article's subject a chance to comment on it. Parallels to 

communication processes in current social media websites like Facebook cannot be ignored. Journals 

accept submitted articles very quickly after a brief assessment by editors for strength, relevance etc. 

The articles are then posted to a discussion forum where all members can review the manuscript and 

post comments (“Public Peer Review”). In early 2011 the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation granted New 

York University Press and MediaCommons a $50,000 grant to take a closer look at open, or peer-to-

peer (P2P) review (Howard, “Taking a Closer Look”). 

 The final step in the scholarly peer-review journal publishing process is dissemination. Peer-
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reviewed journal subscriptions have traditionally been very expensive and are mostly managed by 

academic libraries at colleges and universities. Though the Open Access movement has suggested new 

funding models, most journals still rely on subscription fees to operate. Production costs vary from 

journal to journal and are highly influenced by multiple publishing formats such as print, Open Access, 

and online subscription-based (Bergstrom and Bergstrom 897). 2007 summative costs per article are 

estimated to hover near $13,000 (Houghton et al. XVIII). This figure includes costs for writing, peer-

review, publishing, and dissemination of an electronic copy of an article. Academic libraries purchase 

bundled subscriptions to journals through discipline-specific database vendors and then license access 

to their students, faculty and administrators. Smaller journals, particularly in the humanities, however, 

still rely on individual paper format subscriptions as their primary method of dissemination (Howard). 

Once published and accessed, the content of an article becomes recognized as knowledge by most of 

the scholar's peers.  Once disseminated, the content of scholarly journals is managed primarily for 

continued access and preservation/longevity. Since approximately the third century B.C.E., the library 

has played this crucial knowledge management role, but recent developments in the Open Access 

movement's impact are changing institutions' roles in knowledge management (Harnad and Brody).   

 

JOURNAL PUBLISHING AS SCHOLARLY COMMUNICATION: GENERATING A DIALOGUE 

Peer review and the vetting it provides is key to creating objective, authoritative, high quality 

information that becomes knowledge. While some aspects of the scholarly journal publishing industry 

have changed drastically, the basic mechanics of peer review has evolved only slightly since its 

inception in the seventeenth century, but its roots, or at least its concept, have existed for millenia in 

primary-oral cultures. Socrates' dialectical method provides a relevant example. Discussion of a 

philosophical or political point occurred orally among scholars orally. This community discussion and 

debate has parallels to the peer-reviewed journal publishing process. From primary-oral to modern 
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electronically literate cultures, scholars engaged in personal reflection and contemplative meditation 

before engaging in oral arguments. The process began within the individual and proceeded outward to 

the community for feedback, criticism and, if warranted, acceptance. Only those scholars who could 

describe their hypotheses clearly and prove their reasoning and conclusions logically had an 

opportunity to have their thought, reasoning, and work accepted as knowledge. The peer-review 

process adequately replicates some aspects of the Socratic method. Divergence occurs in the writing 

process. Walter Ong asserts  that oral cultures are “agonistically toned” and that “[writing] separates the 

knower from the known” (68). In primary-oral cultures, the knower and the known are intertwined. The 

transfer of knowledge through oral discourse and argument often seems offensive, and places 

knowledge “in the context of struggle” (68). The modern scholarly communication process separates 

the knower from the known by requiring the scholar to record his ideas, methods, proofs, and 

conclusions in writing. Belcher (222) suggests making the writing process a community endeavor, but a 

more significant oral component happens at scholarly conferences and meetings. Scholars meet to 

discuss their research and ideas, usually sometime before their publication in a journal. They make oral 

and visual presentations before their peers, to gain feedback and, most importantly, criticism, prior to or 

during the writing process. The conference places the scholar's research in the context of struggle. In 

this way, the scholarly conference or meeting along with a partnered or community writing model can 

satisfies attempts to simulate knowledge management in primary-oral cultures. 

 

SIGNIFICANT MILESTONES IN SCHOLARLY COMMUNINICATION 

The core value of any scholarly communication system is its ability to spread new and emerging 

knowledge to a group of scholars so that they may be inspired to build upon their peers' findings with 

their own work. Scholarly communication in all arenas (books, journals, letters, scholarly meetings and 

conferences) has changed little over time while enjoying long plateaus of stability (Guedon "In 
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Oldenburg’s Long Shadow"). However, there have been some significant technological changes that 

drastically altered established scholarly communication systems. Control of the published material 

including its text and its essence or material substratum has been at the core of all of these changes. 

Control of authors, their ability to create new texts, and control of the profits associated with the 

publication of those texts does not change. Only the tools do (Guedon "In Oldenburg’s Long Shadow"). 

 First of these technological changes was the mass production of printed, bound pages and the 

birth of the secular publishing industry. The very concept of the periodical scholarly journal would not 

exist without the printing press and its influence on the creation of a secular publishing industry. The 

two earliest journals, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society and Le Journal des Scavans,  

both relied on their ability to mass produce text outside of the monastic tradition as a means to 

distribute scholars' work and inspire others. The printing tradition continues today as the primary mode 

of scholarly communication. 

 The peer-review process, discussed later, is another significant milestone and one which 

attempted to guarantee the provenance, objectivity, relevance and authority of a scholar's work. 

Editorial intervention provides consistency between articles withing the larger journal document, 

assures the significance of the work, documents its accuracy and recognizes bias. While not without its 

faults and critics, as a concept and practice, editorial peer-review is a crucial piece of the scholarly 

communication process. 

  The “information age” represents the most significant overarching milestone yet and is the 

defacto impetus of all major milestones since. While this paper will not attempt to document scholarly 

communication during the early stages of Claude Shannon's invention of the “bit” concept of binary 

information, or the 1960's ARPANET development and TCP/IP protocol communication, the universal  

acceptance of the World Wide Web as a standard form of communication is the most significant 

revolution affecting how scholars communicate (Glieck 5). In 1989 a physicist at the European 
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Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN) proposed a method of sending the text of computer files to 

multiple computers via a markup language called hypertext (Welcome to info.cern.ch). Over the next 

five years this concept evolved with the creation of the first web servers, browser software, and a 

network of new web servers across the globe. The revolution took hold very quickly among physicists 

with the number of web servers increasing exponentially each year. This new system diminished 

scholars' reliance on document delivery, postal and fax services by providing near-instantaneous access 

to their peers' work from any personal computer. Its impact on scholarly communication was and is 

staggering. There are too many significant changes to the scholarly communication processes to list, 

but some of the most significant include shorter publishing cycles, automated indexing, and a drastic 

blow to the print publishing industry's economic viability. 

 Electronic publishing has also fundamentally changed how readers interact with texts. In the 

scholarly journal reading environment this means reading from a computer or e-reader screen or 

printing a hard copy, vast distribution requiring translation to non-native languages, using hypertext 

links to navigate within a document, reading in new places while exploiting the electronic article's 

portability, and discovering new means of “marking up” documents. Studies of biomedical researchers 

have discovered no significant difference in scholars' ability to retain information from journal articles 

read on a computer screen versus articles read from printed paper hard copy (Gulbrandsen 2852). 

However, Scandinavian readers showed greater information retention when reading in their native 

language compared to reading in English. The World Wide Web has increased accessibility to 

scholarship, but has in turn made miscommunication more likely. Electronic documents have also 

drastically changed how readers take notes while reading. Gone are the notes in the margins of pages. 

The method of note taking and marking up a document is now format dependent and much more 

complicated than the pen to paper method practiced for hundreds of years prior. In a New York Times 

piece on this phenomenon, Sam Anderson defines marginalia and its transformation to the screen 
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reading environment. His solution to the sharing of paper marginalia is to create 

 “a stack of transparent, margin-size plastic strips containing all of my notes from [the novel] 

 “Infinite Jest.” These, I thought, could be passed out to my friends, who would paste them into 

 their own copies of the book and then, in turn, give me their marginalia strips, which I would 

 paste into my copy, and we’d all have a big virtual orgy of never-ending literary communion.” 

 (Anderson) 

While implementation would be incredibly cumbersome, this proposal is conceivable but, it cannot be 

applied to electronic literature in any kind of uniform manner. Currently proprietary format 

dependencies vary from major electronic text distributors like Amazon, Adobe, Barnes and Noble, and 

their various hypertext, and desktop word processing open source formats. While total annual book 

publishing instances increase (based on number of international standard book publishing numbers 

issued), physical, print, paper books also continue an upward publishing trend (New Book Titles and 

Editions, 2002-2009). In response to the increasing digitization trend, author James Bridle is currently 

creating a communal workspace called Open Bookmarks with the goals “to discuss and develop 

standards for saving, storing and sharing bookmarks, annotations and reading data in ebooks” (Open 

Bookmarks). 

 

PERIODICAL JOURNALS AS SCHOLARLY COMMUNICATION: PROBLEMS AND 

SOLUTIONS 

Current problems with the scholarly communications process can be generalized for relevance to nearly 

all disciplines. Until World War Two the publication of scholarly periodicals was almost entirely in the 

hands of scholarly societies. These institutions implemented their own variations of calls for papers, 

peer-review, and print publishing. Post war information systems were so depleted (financially and with 

regard to personnel) that Vannevar Bush proposed his Memex device to encourage the construction of 
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more powerful scholarly information systems to keep up with the new scientific and technological 

demands generated by wartime advancements in science. The Memex was humanity's first foray into 

the conceptual realm of hypertext. Bush described the Memex as “a device in which an individual 

stores all his books, records, and communications, and which is mechanized so that it may be consulted 

with exceeding speed and flexibility” (Bush).  Bush's insistence that a “collective memory” be recorded, 

accessioned and organized for later access demonstrated the application of the relational database 

concept to the organization of scholarly knowledge. While it was a hypothetical device, its usefulness 

as an index provided a model for the Institute for Scientific Information (ISI) and gave rise to its 

Scientific Citation Index (SCI) (History of Citation Indexing). The SCI was ISI's answer to scholars' 

interest in tracking usage of theirs and their peers' citations. Unfortunately, this creation of an article's 

“impact factor” ultimately lead to the creation of so called “core journals” and the demise of the 

scholarly society as a publisher. 

 The SCI created the “impact factor” or rather a ranking of scientific journals based on the 

number of citations articles in those journals receive in other publications. Journals with high impact 

factors became “core journals” and were therefore publication of one's research in that journal became 

highly desirable.  What was conceived by Vannevar Bush as  a useful tool for scholars allowing access 

to all one's scholarly material manifested itself in the form of a useful index with an unintended, but 

equally useful means of erasing any signs of egalitarianism in the scholarly communication process and 

replacing it with a hierarchical elitism that continues to this day. 

 

THE COMMERCIALIZATION OF SCHOLARLY COMMUNICATION 

Rather than monitoring and publishing in a handful of scholarly journals in his particular narrow field, 

a scholar must now monitor and publish in journals with a high impact factor. Commercial publishers 

now had a new path into the scholarly periodical journal market. Commercial publishers claimed their 
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size and experience would alleviate the traditional problems of delays in the acceptance, peer-review 

and publishing processes the scholarly journals of learned societies (Guedon "In Oldenburg’s Long 

Shadow"). Meadows acknowledges the reluctance of learned societies to consider new journals in 

fringe fields and the commercial publishers' forays into publishing journals in new disciplines 

(Meadows). Commercial publishers quickly recognized the economic value of new core journals with 

high impact factors and began a concertedly purchasing them from their learned society publishers. At 

the same time, post-war universities and their libraries received an influx of government funding to 

generate more scientific knowledge in preparation for future wars. Demand for core journals would 

continue to increase unabated and unfettered by cost of publication as scholars cared little or were 

completely ignorant of the shifting economic underpinnings of the journals on which their careers so 

desperately depended. This trend continues, with notable exceptions, today (Harnad). Subscription 

price setting remained largely up to the commercial publishers and continued to increase without much 

push back from scholars and academic libraries until a crisis emerged in the nineteen seventies. The 

implications of the commercialization of scholarship did not begin to hit home until journal 

subscription prices began to completely outrun libraries' ability to apply Bradford's law (Bradford's 

Law). As libraries failed to provide access to the journals their faculty demanded, they began analyzing 

the nature of scholarly journal publishing's now near complete control by large, multinational corporate 

publishing houses. The commercial publishers had had decades to enjoy large profits from scholarly 

periodical journal publishing and were not about to relinquish their control of the market. For example, 

Reed-Elsevier currently controls twenty percent of all core journals (Guedon “Beyond Core Journals 

and Licenses”). 

 Commercially held journals now have a brand recognition with which their independent 

competitors often can't compete, and academic libraries and scholars are paying subscription fees based 

on that core journal's impact factor and brand (Gudeon "In Oldenburg’s Long Shadow"). 
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OPEN-ACCESS: CAN IT SAVE SCHOLARLY COMMUNICATION? 

“Open-access (OA) literature is digital, online, free of charge, and free of most copyright and 

licensing restrictions” - Peter Suber, Earlham University. 

 Begun in the early nineteen nineties with New Horizons in Adult Education and Human 

Resource Development, author and copyright-holder consent and publication on the World Wide Web 

make open-access a viable alternative to the traditional print or traditional electronic commercial 

publishing processes. While not free to produce, it is a less expensive alternative to conventionally 

published scholarly journals. Open-access scholarly journals do not suffer the traditional economic 

reliance on large corporate publishing houses, traditional university presses or scholarly societies 

because they do not rely on subscriptions to their content for revenue. Rather, many online open-access 

journals charge authors page charges that are offset by the scholars' funding sources in the form of 

grants or institutional funding. Open-access journals are also compatible with the peer-review process 

and do not generally stray from the traditional call for papers, peer-review, and dissemination processes 

found in conventional journals. These journals are still encumbered by costs of labor associated with 

editorship and management of editorial review and publication, but these duties are often unpaid in the 

traditional publishing world, and it has become common practice for editors and referees to donate their 

time to the continuation of production of scholarly knowledge in their fields (Suber). 

 Delivery of open-access scholarship to end-users generally follows one of two dissemination 

models. The first represents a shift from traditional journal publishing to open-access journals. These 

journals make the their contents freely available to the world via the World Wide Web.  Often these 

journals receive a small subsidy from their home institutions or scholarly societies, and sometimes they 

charge publishing fees to authors whose articles are approved for publication through the peer-review 
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process. They are not free to produce and are often nearly as costly to produce as traditional journals, 

but their economic models alter the flow of funds in a not-for-profit manner.  Creative economic 

models abound and can include the inclusion of advertisements relevant to the journal's audience, or 

“pay what you like” donations similar to those for downloading free media from The Web (“Support 

PLoS”). A second form of dissemination occurs in free repositories of open-access scholarly material. 

Institutional repositories exists solely as dissemination vehicles for open-access literature. They may 

contain unrefereed preprints, refereed postprints or final publisher versions of  articles for which 

authors have negotiated copyright ownership or permissions (Lynch). These repositories are often 

created and managed by universities or research institutions as a service to their faculty and as an 

alternative to or corollary to university presses. Other forms of repositories manifest in discipline-

specific categories. Public Library of Science and the PubMed in the biomedical sciences, arXiv in the 

physics fields, and MERLOT in educational disciplines are four of the most established discipline-

specific open-access repositories. Lastly, open-access repositories, whether institutional or discipline-

specific, comply with international metadata harvesting standards like the Open Archives Initiative 

(OAI). OAI compliance ensures interoperability across the various open source repository software 

platforms and allows for services like Lots of Copies Keep Stuff Safe (LOCKSS). LOCKSS “is an 

international community initiative that provides libraries with digital preservation tools and support so 

that they can easily and inexpensively collect and preserve their own copies of authorized e-content” 

(LOCKSS). By “backing up” the contents of repositories in other repositories, many copies are created 

that share a metadata architecture. As a preservation movement, LOCKSS is not unique, but its widely-

accepted use by the world's largest institutional repositories and discipline-specific repositories is 

revolutionary and should ensure the longevity of the documents held in those repositories.   

 Some of these problems stem from a divide among new, younger scholars and their traditional, 
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more experienced peers. The traditional peer-review process has come under fire from young scholars 

as a system that favors scholars with many publications under their belts. This “foot in the door” 

complaint has existed at least since the 1970's (“Scholarly Communication” 3). Experienced scholars 

complain of too much low quality work making it to the final publication phase while younger scholars 

“express doubts about the fairness” of the peer-review system (“Scholarly Communication” 4). 

University presses face such high pressure economic viability challenges that many have failed to 

prove their worth to their funding institutions and have been dissolved (Givler). Librarians and data 

manages complain that academic library acquisitions budgets have continuously failed to keep up with 

the increasing costs of subscription databases in which journals related to their faculties' are indexed 

(“Scholarly Communication”). Timeliness in the peer-review process is a common problem in all 

disciplines from both experienced and new scholars. Finally, ghost writing and the publication of so-

called “throwaway” research, particularly in the biological sciences, has caused some scholars to 

question the reliability and continued relevance of the peer-review process. Some of these problems can 

be fixed with an increased adoption of the open-access publishing model, but it can also exacerbate 

some and create new, problems.    

 From the 1950's to the 1970's university presses provided an essential outlet for both book and 

journal academic works. Their existence since the 19
th

 century and increase in numbers over time can 

be traced to increased funding for higher education institutions, growing endowments and a general 

need among scholars for a non-commercial, impartial outlet for publication of low-volume, niche 

scholarly material. (Givler). While the commercial publishing industry was booming in the late 19
th

 

“century, costs were too high and markets too small to attract a publisher hoping for financial profit” 

(Givler). From the increase in federal education funding beginning with the first world war and ending 

with the Cold War university presses opened at a steady rate of about one per year. However, the mid 

1970's saw for the first time a decline in the establishment of  new university presses as well as a 
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decline in academic libraries' expenditures on monograph books (Givler). These two trends have 

continued ever since; fewer and fewer university presses remain open and viable and academic library 

budgets still fail to keep up with the costs of building all-encompassing collections relevant to their 

faculties' scholarly needs. A 2005 study of all publishers (including university presses) notes the 

greatest decrease in book output occurs among the smallest presses (U.S. Book Production Plummets). 

This indicates that small, already floundering publishers took an even more deadly hit all during an 

international economic boom. It is interesting to note that dwindling university presses continue a flat 

2006-2008 trend of publishing some 15,800 titles per year. Whether this flat trend continues because of 

a demand in the scholarly publishing market or because of decreased quality and diminished editorial 

capacity remains to be seen. 

 While the decrease in university press numbers continues unabated, some academic libraries are 

attempting to more efficiently build collections with smaller budgets. One successful model has been 

employed at large universities' academic libraries with great success. The “high density storage facility” 

is a modern equivalent to the closed stacks model of keeping collections of books and documents in a 

location separate from the main libraries' collections. These warehouses enable the academic library to 

provide near-immediate access to its vast store of books and journals while spending less money on a 

space that is comparatively inexpensive to maintain and staff than its convenient on-campus libraries. 

Notable successes have been employed at Yale University, Carnegie Mellon University and Brown 

University. 

 Between 2000 and 2005 the drug company Merck paid an “undisclosed sum” to Elsevier, one of 

the three largest academic publishers world-wide, to publish several periodical volumes designed to 

look like peer-reviewed scholarly journals (Grant). Within these publications, Merck requested Elsevier 

reprint previously published articles that favored Merck products (Hawthorne). More like anthologies 

of Merck successes than journals, these “sponsored journals” were distributed free of charge to 



Hood 30 

 

physicians without disclaimers of Merck's intentions (Grant). Since investigative reporting from The 

Scientist uncovered this story Elsevier has since made clear its stance on sponsored journals as it "does 

not today consider a compilation of reprinted articles a 'Journal'” and that “its [Elsevier's] current 

disclosure policies meet the rigor and requirements of the current publishing environment” (Grant). 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

The periodic scholarly journal has come a long way since its inception in seventeenth century England 

and France, but its essential mission and physical design has changed little. As a vehicle for 

documenting the origination of ideas and theories, it remains relevant and viable. Economically, the 

journal has had an enormous impact on the commercial publishing industry and scholars' and academic 

libraries' ability to keep up with rising costs has lead to a modern digital revolution in the form of open-

access scholarly journal publishing. On the whole, the scholarly journal retains its importance to the 

creation, dissemination and management of human knowledge even though the ways in which scholars 

interact with it have changed drastically since the dawn of the “information age” in the early nineteen 

nineties. The peer-reviewed scholarly journal continues to fill the crucial role of arbiter, steward and 

dissemeninator of cutting-edge human knowledge. 
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