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Introduction to Academic social networks

Explaining how a standard-social networks works, takes years. About
Facebook alone many thousands of tutorials are out there, which are
explaining details of the network, the technical backbone and how to
use the software right. The main point behind Facebook is, that it is
very huge example of software. That means, the community is big and
the software has lots of features. The more interesting question is, how
helpful is a deep understanding of Facebook? I would say, it brings no
value apart from Facebook itself. In theory, it is possible to make a sci-
ence from all the groups, discussions, chats and share-options, but in
reality the dominant purpose from Facebook is self-referential. 
At the beginning it is very pleasant to know, that an Academic social
network like Academia.edu is remarkable simple designed. There are
no groups, or complex tutorials who are explaining how to use it, in-
stead the main purpose of Academia.edu is to press the upload button,
select a pdf file from the local harddrive, and that is everything what
the user can do with it. But it seems, that understanding Academic so-
cial networks on that level is not sufficient. That means, the usage of
the website itself can be explained in short time, but explaining what
Academia.edu in general is, takes much more.
The funny thing about Academia.edu is, that the website is nearly not
visible. That means, the number of buttons on the page is small, the us-
age is very easy and after 5 minutes, everybody has understand how to
upload a paper. But that is not equal to understand what an Academic
social network is. It is only the technical part of how to upload a pdf
file to the internet. The more interesting aspect is everything around it.
Where can we start to explain the community? Perhaps in the past, in
which papers were published in libraries and printed books. Explaining
the history of academic publishing from the 15th century until  now
takes a long time. I would guess, that even a 10 hour talk is only able
to explain the surface and leaves out many details.
Only if we have understand what academic publishing is, we will be
able to use Academia.edu.  So the explanation of the website is not
given  by  the  site  itself,  but  more  with  system,  which  was  before
Academia.edu was invented.
To make it short, Academia.edu replaces the science publication sys-
tem from the time before. It is not a new journal, or a new social net-
work, instead it reinvents the academic publishing. That means, in the-
ory it is possible to reduce the current academic system to Academi-
a.edu.  Nobody  today  is  doing  so,  because  most  people  are  unsure
about  the  consequences.  Perhaps,  instead  of  explaining  what  social
networks are and what academic social networks look like, it would be
better to focus on the media, which were replaced by them.
The common ground of Facebook and Academia.edu is, that both are
replacing physical activities. Instead of going out physical to a street,
the people are logging into Facebook. And instead going out to a real
library they are using Academia.edu. Facebook is a replacement-ma-
chine for mass-activities like small talk with friends. The idea is, that
the user no longer attends physical at a birthday party or a restaurant
visit but uses Facebook for the same reason. Academia.edu replaces
also something from the past: the physical submission of a paper to a
journal and the waiting time for the acceptance letter.

My guess is, that it is not possible to explain Academia.edu only with
the website itself, and explaining Facebook must also be done, with
the description of what a birthday party is.
I want to give a concrete example of how to use a social network for
replacing a sport activity. Suppose, the user wants to go jogging with
friends. Then he creates a Google Plus event for scheduling the time
for the next day on 2:00 PM. If the time is right, and his friends have
accepted the event, than everybody activates his smartphone and goes
jogging. While they are doing so, they can talk to each other, and they
are jogging together over the internet.

What are the benefits of Academia.edu?

One year and 2 months ago, I submitted my first paper to Academi-
a.edu What is happening since, and what was the benefit of Academi-
a.edu? The surprising result is, that Academia.edu itself is perhaps the
worst-publishing platform ever. Because, non of my papers gets a cita-
tion from an external source, the number of downloads of the papers
were small, and further insights of how to improve my citation count
are also not given by Academia.edu. The only thing what i can see as a
user  if  i  login  under  my account  is  the  nondescript  upload-button.
More function or hidden features do not exist.
On the other hand I'm very satisfied with the website and I can recom-
mend it to anybody. How fit this together? Let us investigate the main
purpose in which Academia.edu is really good. Suppose, I've written a
pdf paper which is on my local harddrive and i want to put it on the in-
ternet. With Academia.edu this is done in under 5 minutes and costs
nothing. I have only to login, press the upload button, enter some text
in the abstract menu, and the file is online. If I wish, I can link from
my blog or from Facebook to that paper. Apart from it, Academia.edu
has another killer features. Because it is so easy to upload a paper, it
makes sense to use the button very often. And this results into a work-
flow which is highly optimized for maximum output. .What does that
mean? Before I used Academia.edu the first time, I was only theoreti -
cal informed about how to create a scientific looking pdf file. I've read
somewhere, that with LaTeX or Libreoffice it is possible to create such
content. Now, after using Academia.edu I'm an expert in using Lyx for
writing many papers. I know, how to get a two-column mode, which
font looks right and how images have to inserted. I'm also an expert for
the bibtex-format.
But that is not all. If I watch back in the beginning in the first uploads
to Academia.edu the language I used in the past was German. After a
while I recognized, that English is much more common in the science-
system, so i switched the language. Without Academia.edu I won't ever
write a paper in English.
Academia.edu itself may be useless, but the workflow in using it right,
results into some kind of training in academic writing. That means,
Academia.edu forces it's  authors to become experts  in  formatting a
pdf-file, and improving their language skills for writing papers. The
reason behind this magic has  to do with a  different publishing fre-
quency. What does that mean? It means, that uploading a paper is for
free, and in theory the author can do so every month at least one time.
There is no limit. That is the main difference between Academia.edu
and the traditional publishing system. In normal journals from Else-
vier, the costs of putting out content are higher. That means, that at
first the author must pay for every publication, and secondly before
something gets published it must pass the quality control. Both is not
part of Academia.edu. Instead the idea is to lowering the entry barrier
and provide only a technical infrastructure.



It is not able to compare Academia.edu with classical science journals.
The difference is to big. A paper which was published in PLOS One
for example, will get citations, gets a Google Scholar entry and is part
of  the  real  science-community.  In  contrast,  a  paper  which  was  up-
loaded to Academia.edu has nothing of these features. The difference
is, that Academia.edu is some kind of training environment for people
who don't know how to write a paper, and they can testing it out just
for fun.
And perhaps this explains why on the first hand, the website is the
worst academic journal ever and on the second hand,  I  like it  very
much. Because I can profit from it, my English skills are better, my
knowledge about writing too. Explaining Academia.edu further can be
done only with explaining what the alternative would be. That means,
to describe the classical academic publishing system, which is slow
and costs money.
The funny thing about Academia.edu is, that it is not possible to inves-
tigate further what is behind the website. It looks minimalistic and has
no real purpose. The only thing what can be focussed and investigated
further  is  everything which will  be replaced by Academia.edu That
means, Elsevier, Springer, Wiley, PLOS One, printed libraries, APC-
charges and so forth. The list is endless. Nothing of them is imple-
mented in the Academia.edu website. It is missing, but it plays an im-
portant role to understand the whole picture.
It is hard to imagine how to replace the network with something which
is better. Today there is no real alternative. So we can call it a revolu-
tion. Today, it is not fully understand by the masses, and a real benefit
is not visible. But my impression is positive. +1 to Richard Price!

Critics

The only feature which is missing is a good tutorial of how to use the
website. Like I mentioned above, it is not possible to describe the us-
age with the website itself. Because apart from the upload button, and
the analytics menu, there are no further use-cases what to do with it. A
tutorial about Academia.edu consists everything else what it is around
the service. For example, how to use Google Scholar, what the APC-
charges of Elsevier are, how the peer-review system of Arxiv works or
what the history of Academic publishing is. A subchapter can explain,
what a paper-based library catalogue is, which was used 100 years ago,
and what an author must do to get a rejection form the Nature journal.
In general, nothing of these information has to do with Academia.edu
but it is important to know it. I wouldn't call Academia.edu a journal, it
is more a story of how to interpret the publishing workflow.

How to establish a peer-review wiki?

The academia.edu server is a good place for uploading papers. The ad-
vantage  is,  that  the  paper  is  immediately  available,  no  costs  are
charged to  the user  and it  is  driven by a commercial  company.  So
Academia.edu can be called the ideal preprint server. What is missing
until  now,  is  a  place  for  evaluating  the  content.  A possible  option
would  be  an  overlay  journal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Overlay_journal or  a  peer-review  wiki.
Both ideas are only theoretically available, a working example is not
ready. But why?
I've tried out to start my own peer-review wiki about the domain of ro-
botics. But it is very difficult. Until now, the wiki consists only of 5
din A4 pages, and the further development has stopped.

According the the wikipedia article, the term overlay journal was used
since 1996, and some example were given. Most of them were estab-
lished as overlay journals for Arxiv papers. I think, the general idea is
right. So perhaps, Academia.edu needs a commercial overlay journal
from a certain domain?
A preform of that idea is realized today. So called editors can select
under a special account papers from Academia.edu and review them.
The idea is, that every month an editor selects one paper, read it, and
recommend it publicly. But, the system is a bit in-transparent and not
well documented. I think, a dedicated peer-review overlay journal in a
form of a wiki would make more sense.
The funny thing is, that overlay journals works very traditional. That
means, they are selecting papers according to their quality. It is the op-
posite form of what a preprint server is, where every content is wel-
come.
How would a commercial overlay journal look like? At first, it paid
like a openaccess Gold journal. That means, the author submits an arti-
cle, which is hosted on a preprint server, and pays the APC charge, if
the journal accepts the manuscript. Instead printing the fulltext of the
article, the journal is posting only the link to the paper and writes a
small review. As far as i know, Academia.edu had something similar.
There can a author pay, that one of his papers gets a recommandation.
But, I do not think that it is good idea to mixing a preprint server with
a overlay journal. Both should be separated.
The third option for evaluating content are robotics competitions like
Micromouse or Robocup. The advantage there is, that the evaluation is
done by non-experts.  To determine if  a robot has solved the micro-
mouse game, everybody can watch the game and he will recognize if
the mouse is failing.
https://www.nature.com/news/leading-mathematician-launches-arxiv-
overlay-journal-1.18351 describes  the  “Discrete  Analysis”  overlay
journal. quote: 

“This journal is online only — but it will contain no papers. Discrete
Analysis' costs are only $10 per submitted paper,”

Bibliography

In the domain of weblogs, certain directories are common which are
handmade and contains links to weblogs. A similar invention is used in
academia, it is called bibliography. An overlay journal can be seen as
such a collection. The aim of an bibliography is simple: to collect ref-
erences to existing information. It is surprising that the classical bibli -
ography also give a quality judgement. If a paper is listed there, than it
is a valuable paper.
Perhaps a small sidestep to my own peer-review wiki. The idea was
not to publish another paper about robotics, but to search for existing
papers which were already written by other. As a result i created a wiki
with the aim for  content  evaluation.  This  is comparable to  a social
bookmarking service. A service like Delicious is already invented and
it solves to quality evaluation problem in OpenAccess. What I have
done with my peer-review robotics wiki is similar to create a Linkblog
on Delicious. That means, I've collected useful references to content
which is online available. The content was not created by me, but the
directory of URLs itself is the value.
I think we can abstract from this idea. At first, the author uploads a sci-
entific paper as OpenAccess to the internet. And secondly another cre-
ates with the help of social bookmarking services a list of useful pa-
pers, which he has found online. Today, the concept is mainly used in
the blogosphere, but it can be adapted to academic papers too.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Overlay_journal
https://www.nature.com/news/leading-mathematician-launches-arxiv-overlay-journal-1.18351
https://www.nature.com/news/leading-mathematician-launches-arxiv-overlay-journal-1.18351


But the problem with CiteUlike and other social bookmarking services
is, that the list of references is not very useful. Because every user can
add a  link,  and  at  the  end,  CiteUlike  contains  all  the  papers  from
Google Scholar. The better alternative is to use a wiki system for book-
marking content, because in a wiki the entries are replacing each other.
The idea is, to use a wiki for writing an annotated bibliography about a
subject.
The interesting aspect is, that the purpose of an annotated bibliography
and the aim of a peer-review overlay-journal is the same. In both cases
the goal is to preselect for the reader useful content and exclude papers
with  bad  quality.  And in  both  cases,  the  papers  itself  remains  un-
touched. That means, even if a certain paper isn't listed in the bibliog-
raphy it remains visible so that the judgement can changed in future.
Writing an annotated bibliography is equal to make a peer-review for a
journal.

Annotated bibliography as peer-review evaluation
of openaccess papers

The  commercial  preprint  server  Academia.edu  is  a  nice  invention
which was founded in 2008. It has two mainfunctions: fast upload of
pdf-papers and lowering the publishing costs downto zero, that means
the user pays no APC-fee. Instead he can upload as much content he
can produce.
Richard Price, CEO of Academia.edu has leaved out only one impor-
tant feature: the quality control.  That means, Academia.edu is not a
peer-reviewed journal in which editors are reading incoming articles
and  rejecting  papers  of  low quality,  instead  the  business  model  of
Academia.edu is equal to predatory publishing, that means in the case
of doubt, everything gets published, even the quality is missing.
Overcoming this problem with a preprint server alone is not possible,
because the inner working of such invention is to postpone to quality
judgement to a later instance. But who should make decision, if a pa-
per is good or not and in which community is this happening? I've re-
searched the question in detail and I've found a answer. A wiki-based
annotated bibliography.  That is a directory of useful links,  which is
edited by a distributed community.
Bibliographies are an invention of the classical library system which
are a bit hidden behind modern technology. Sometimes they are mis-
taken with a library catalog, but they have more in common with a
peer-review workflow in a journal. From a formal point of view, an an-
notated bibliography is a sort  of information control.  The author of
such a collection writes down references to books, commenting them
and give a structure according to subtopics.
What in a bibliography can expressed is surprisingly wide. At first, it is
possible to collect all books which are important, so called reference
books. But it is also possible to notice papers and publications which
are not useful or have a bad quality. For example the paper “Jeremy
Stribling: Rooter: A Methodology for the Typical Unification of Ac-
cess Points and Redundancy” is a hot candidate for putting it in the not
wanted list. A well created bibliography results into a quality judge-
ment of current literature. It is equal to a peer-review or an overlay
journal, but is oriented on classical library techniques.

Directory of books

Even in academia it is not very common for creating a bibliography.
Usually, a bibliography is used at the end of an paper. The bibtex file
which is inserted by LaTeX or the Endref program under MS-Win-
dows are good examples. Such bibliographies have the obligations to

support a certain article with a reference list. On the other hand of the
spectrum, major libraries like Worldcat.org have created an interna-
tional index of many millions of books which containing all informa-
tion ever published. Both example are not equal to an annotated bibli-
ography. Instead, what we are interested is a topic-oriented annotated
bibliography separate from a paper. That means, that creating the list
of references has priority and annotation is used to inform the reader
why it is useful literature.
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