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It is a great pleasure to have the opportunity to speak with you this morning about MIT’s 
information strategy for the next decade. I offer these thoughts not because we are 
convinced we have all the answers but because we think this is a critically important time 
for substantial experimentation and calculated risk - and because we understand that 
experiments and developments must have guiding visions if they are to be successful.  
 
So this morning I will share with you both our guiding vision and our plans for Thinking 
Beyond Digital Libraries. In turn, I will hope to learn from you, over the course of this 
conference, how you are approaching the potential of the digital environment and of the 
guiding vision that drives your choices. Because moving beyond digital collections of 
information that stand in isolation, or present significant barriers to access, is and will 
continue to be an international undertaking. 
 
MIT’s efforts in the domain of Internet-based scholarly communication and new 
educational technology began, interestingly enough, not with the faculty’s commitment to 
distance education but rather to the residential university. In the late 1990s when many 
US universities were investing significantly in Internet-based distance educational 
business ventures, MIT chose a different path.  
 
After considering the opportunities and challenges associated with a traditional business 
approach to education via the Internet, MIT determined for itself that there could be no 
true substitute for face-to-face education, that educational technology could and should 
enhance education of all kinds, that the Internet and the web are and must continue to be 
forces for openness and opportunity, and that these forces should be the bedrock of their 
use by universities.  Central to MIT’s path was thus a deep interest in the role of the 
research university in the changing nature of scholarship, research, and education in the 
academy, and in the ways these changes could be used to strengthen the Intellectual 
Commons.  A dominant vision for MIT for the future is one of openness. 
 
All research universities have a mission-based interest in the availability of data and 
information. For example, MIT’s mission statement declares: 

“The mission of MIT is to advance knowledge and educate students in science, 
technology, and other areas of scholarship that will best serve the nation and the 
world in the 21st century. 

The Institute is committed to generating, disseminating, and preserving knowledge, 
and to working with others to bring this knowledge to bear on the world’s great 
challenges…” 

 
Society has a compelling reason to support such a mission.   

• Technological innovation has been responsible for 50% of the growth in the US 
economy in the last 60 years. 

• Technological innovation is driven by basic research. 



• In the US, universities are essentially the only source of basic research. 
• Universities are also responsible for educating the next generation of scientists, 

engineers, managers, entrepreneurs, physicians, and leaders. 
 
As technology has grown, so to have the costs and complexity associated with the 
fulfillment of the mission of higher education. 

• Society has increasingly high expectations for advanced education as an advantage for 
individuals and a driver for local and national economies.  

• The complexity of new discoveries demands that we prepare our students to work at 
the highest levels across multiple disciplines. 

• The level of investment required to keep research facilities up to date, libraries 
functioning, classrooms enabled, and the technical infrastructure robust is daunting. 

• The costs of doing business continue to rise as the intellectual property environment 
becomes increasingly constrained and complex.  US libraries now routinely include 
among their staff such positions as copyright specialist, license negotiator, and DMCA 
complaint manager. 

 
Squeezed between great expectations, rising costs, and emerging (and expensive) 
technology, the question all universities must answer for themselves is:  How is the 
Internet going to be used in education and research, and what is our university going to 
do about it? 
 
The answer from MIT is share, and share openly. And there are several thrusts to that 
response.   

• OpenCourseWare will make the primary materials for nearly all 2,000 courses 
available on the web for use by anyone in the world. 

• DSpace, a project developed jointly between the MIT Libraries and Hewlett 
Packard, will provide a durable repository for sharing and preserving digitally 
formatted research reports, educational objects, data sets, images, MIT Press 
publications and other digital works. 

• OKI, a project of the Mellon Foundation, has established an architectural 
framework from which the Sakai project will soon develop educational software 
tools for open source interoperability. 

• MIT World videotapes key lectures, presentations, and symposia and streams 
them to the world from a digital archive. 

 
Openness is the hallmark of all these initiatives. In addition, both DSpace and OKI are 
collaborative open source software initiatives, and we hope OCW will soon be also. 
 
MIT is not alone in thinking that the survival of the research university mission depends 
on openness.  It is well known in the academy that 

• The best students come from everywhere 

• Excellence in education requires  
– accurate information, freely available 



– the best pedagogy, for the topic and the times 

• Excellence in research requires the best data, proper tools, and the right climate for 
sharing and advance 

• Advances must be visible to have value and impact 
 
The are illustrative examples in history of failures based in isolation. The science agenda 
in the Soviet Union foundered without the ability for intellectual exchange with others. In 
the 1980s the computer industry learned the hard way that closed software systems based 
on a framework of proprietary knowledge did not fit the world they themselves had 
created.  
 
The very nature of research requires openness. Science and engineering are fast-paced 
interactive enterprises.  They follow unpredictable paths and, like the humanities, arts, 
and social sciences, continually build on the work of others in unexpected ways. 
Scientific progress depends on open international dialogue, publication of data in 
accessible forms, and repetition and verification of research results.  
 
But isn’t the Internet open, you may ask? Theoretically, yes.  As a practical matter less 
and less so. One of the defining characteristics of the Internet is that there are thousands 
of authorities, and therefore none.  The Internet provides limitless access to vast amounts 
of information – perhaps and perhaps not; especially without a price tag and use 
restrictions attached. Indeed, there are those who believe that the Internet is well on the 
way to becoming cable television.  Legal and regulatory regimes seek to hold Internet 
service providers responsible for the content that moves across their systems.  Hardware 
already provides the capability for delivering information only if specified rights 
requirements (read payment) are met. Even an ordinary Google search will produce 
scores of items for sale.   
 
If sharing and pedagogical openness are to become major forces, then there must be 
systems and platforms to support it.   
 
Research university interests must join together in actions that reflect their common 
institutional needs and expectations.  Advancing the frontiers of knowledge and 
understanding requires cooperation. Educating the next generation of leaders and thinkers 
should be a collaborative undertaking – no individual faculty has a headlock on the best 
way to convey concepts or excite student imaginations. Reputations can be advanced 
through collaboration and sustaining relationships.  Educators need to be able to share the 
benefits of their research and teaching advances without the requirement to buy those 
benefits back from third parties at unreasonable cost and with untenable restrictions.  And 
affordable, predictable access to information underpins all these goals. 

 
But how can this happen in institutions that are notorious for balkanization, resistance to 
change, and silos of control? It is often stated and widely believed that faculty have better 
relationships with their disciplinary colleagues around the world than they do with their 
institutional colleagues down the hall. How can we encourage new models of action and 



interaction within the academy? Perhaps the experiences of MIT and others can be 
helpful in pointing a path. 
 
MIT began the process of change within the faculty.  Although the university’s 
administration, IT organization, and Libraries understood the challenges of the future, we 
also understood that without faculty commitment, no sustained progress would be 
possible.  So a structure was devised to engage the Institute faculty in a discussion about 
the future and institutional values. 
 
A faculty council on educational technology was created to bring together those faculty 
from every department and school who had an interest in the changing nature of 
scholarship and education.  This council also included representation from students, 
alumni, academic computing and the libraries. The council additionally sought advice 
from two strategy consulting firms in the course of its deliberations.  
 
From the work of the Council on Educational Technology emerged a leadership cadre of 
faculty and senior administrators who were deeply committed to building the technical 
infrastructure and policy environment that would give faculty new options in their 
teaching and scholarly communications.  The President and Provost went on to seed each 
key initiative on campus with representation from this core group, and to align the 
reporting structures of important institute-funded activities with the members of the 
group. Advisory committees with interlocking memberships were established for each 
new initiative established to support the educational technology agenda. Thus was 
continuity of effort insured across the institution. In many ways, we were practicing the 
principles of collaboration and open sharing that we have gone on to preach. 
 
The core group also understood very clearly that no successful change could be 
accomplished on behalf of faculty if the change required substantial amounts of 
additional faculty effort.  We all understood that the scarcest commodity on the MIT 
campus was and continues to be faculty time. 
 
Another thing we learned, not surprisingly, is that as daunting as the technical challenges 
have been, the policy issues have been even more challenging.  A plethora of traditional 
practices around the intellectual capital that is created on all our campuses emerged as we 
did our work. It was often necessary to engage the standing committees of the faculty and 
the committee structure of schools and departments in policy deliberations as 
OpenCourseWare and DSpace began to accept content. Who “owns” teaching materials? 
What principles apply to the use and reuse of collaboratively developed course material? 
What works should be eligible for guaranteed access and long term preservation? 
 
DSpace provides some prime examples of such policy questions. Should the repository 
accept works in progress?  Student work? Archival manuscripts and personal papers?  
Who owns the metadata?  Can MIT Press works be view externally as well as internally?  
Can works be sold as well as viewed? 
 



External relationships proved to be extremely helpful as well.  There is much wisdom in 
the old saying that you should make friends before you need them.  Happily for us, Hal 
Ableson a professor in computer science at MIT, was a founding member of the Creative 
Commons license initiative and is a well-respected member of the National Academy of 
Engineering.  Dan Atkins, who chaired the National Science Foundation Blue-Ribbon 
Advisory Panel on Cyberinfrastructure, serves on the MIT Libraries visiting committee; 
as does the Executive Director of the Coalition for Networked Infrastructure, Clifford 
Lynch. The MIT Libraries were founding members of SPARC, the Scholarly Publishing 
and Academic Resources Coalition. The Hewlett and Mellon Foundations, the Hewlett 
Packard Company, the DSpace Federation partners, the gearheads who contribute to 
various open source code bases, these and myriad other relationships with individuals and 
organizations have contributed to our success and advanced the agenda of openness. 
 
So, where do we go from here?   
 
There is allegedly a Bangladeshi saying that every solution creates ten problems.  We 
prefer to think of them as opportunities, of course. We know from experience the truth in 
the that aphorism that society overestimates the impact of technology in the short run and 
underestimates the impact in the long run.  We also know that the leaders in any new 
technology-based change arena are likely to guess wrong regarding the nature of the 
impact of that technology.   Consider the cosmic aspirations of the inventors of television, 
for example. 
 
In a recent article in the Chronicle of Higher education, John Unsworth neatly 
summarized our opportunities. The information infrastructure of the 21st century holds 
the potential for liberating universities from information property monopolies and IT 
monocultures, he writes, by emphasizing long-term sustainability of projects and by 
adopting and promoting the open-source ethos of shared goals, shared work, and shared 
results.  
 
Unsworth goes on to predict that over the coming decade we are certain to see open 
course methodology locked in mortal combat with older methods and the legal and 
ideological commitments that the older models entail.  I, for one, am among the many 
who hope that the university will come down on the side of freely shared ideas and am 
doing my part to help that future come to fruition.  I hope you will join me. 
 
Thank you for your attention. 


