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How to move a ‘digital elder’ to an open access and open collaboration research environment 

while maintaining academic integrity: Will they still trust us tomorrow? 

After 12 years of operating as a limited access web-based research environment AustLit, 

(www.austlit.edu.au) the centrally important and highly regarded, academic resource for the study 

of Australian literary and narrative cultures, is transforming its operational model to become an 

open access and open contributions resource. Over its considerable (in web years) history the 

database of highly structured and deeply interlinked content, which forms the foundation of 

AustLit’s value to the scholarly community, has become a globally unique resource that is seen as 

authoritatively mapping the history of the way Australians (and others) have told and thought about 

stories across time.  

AustLit provides details of all forms of story making activities by Australia-affiliated people and 

organisations since the arrival of European culture and, through the BlackWords project, it explores 

the story-telling cultures of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, Australia’s first storytellers. 

Thus AustLit’s coverage extends to before the 1788 foundation of colonial Australia and out beyond 

the traditional boundaries of a literature focused database by detailing all forms of story: from the 

traditional novel, play and poem, to oral history, memoir, film, television and the contemporary 

age’s literary spin-offs such as web-based RPGs (role playing games) and novelisations of 

performance works. And all of this has been done by facilitating the use of the infrastructure by 

grant funded research projects that have explored and mapped many aspects of the nation’s history. 

The infrastructure underpinning AustLit extensibility, and a goal of incorporating as much as possible 

of the relevant research activity in the fields we cover, has enabled the database to build enormous 

complexity and depth under the auspices of the academy.  

Removing all access barriers including those involving data production presents a number of 

challenges. AustLit’s standing as an academic resource has elevated it in the eyes of many. To some 

opening it up to the public, especially when that involves the inclusion of publicly sourced content, 

will diminish its value and corrupt its integrity. To others, AustLit stands as a humanities-based 

example of what the open access movement is working towards: to make freely available the 

resources built and knowledge gained through government and public institution funding. The 

imperative to move to an open, community endorsed business model, which includes the 

development of a network of volunteers and new funding mechanisms, is both ethically irresistible 

and a crucial aspect of our sustainability plans. It has the potential to germinate into a new model of 

resource provision that responds to the growing needs of lifelong learning and free knowledge 

acquisition which the open courseware movement and other engagement initiatives, operating at 

the intersection of the academy and the wider community, are addressing.  

At the same time as revising our operational model and the move to an open access/open 

contributions model, something that requires a whole new interface, AustLit is a central partner in a 

nationwide collaboration to develop of a Virtual Laboratory for Humanities Researchers. The goal is 

to create a hive mind of humanities researchers that will feed content, analysis and new 

understandings into a highly engaging virtual environment where the academc and the demotic will 

coexist.  

http://www.austlit.edu.au/


In the midst of this complex, multi-faceted environment stands the presenter of this paper. Bearing 

responsibility for maintaining the academic integrity of the AustLit resource; for developing relevant 

content to suit the needs of many in the education sector; for finding a business model to ensure 

that the service remains up-to-date and engaged in scholarly endeavours; for integrating a virtual 

laboratory into the research methodologies and data production; and, for attempting to understand 

the requirements of the much more diverse audience that openness will deliver, the role has 

significant challenges.   

This paper will present how some of these challenges are being met by considering them through 

the lens of what the Digital Humanities means from a society wide view. 
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