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Older dissertations and theses may be
freer than you think: a view from Texas
A&M
Posted on December 20, 2012

Preparing to buy 1987 dissertation. Wish older dissertations would be post-processed into
inst repos. Why must UMI/Proquest have monopoly?

— Kevin Ford (@3windmills) November 14, 2012

This posting is for the frustrated researchers in search of older theses or dissertations, and
for the libraries and universities who support them. The take-home message of this posting is
that, in spite of misconceptions to the contrary, there is a growing corpus of digitized
American theses and dissertations that are NOT under the monopolistic control of
UMI/ProQuest. Some are already a (free) click away via the granting institution’s digital
library. Others may still reside on the shelves of libraries and archives, but are available via
Interlibrary Loan (sometimes as an electronic copy, thanks to library scan-on-demand
services). And some others are already in queue for digital reformatting and digital
republishing by their host libraries, and a simple request for access may fast-track scanning
of the desired volume and its delivery as a PDF via email.

Sound too good to be true? Well, then, how about some facts from the field?
Let’s start with the case of Texas A&M University, where we have been working to make our
40,000-something graduate works more openly accessible. The motivations for freeing our
graduate research include:
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1. to satisfy graduate student needs to showcase their excellent research;
2. to support research, teaching and service at this and every other university worldwide;
3. to realize operational benefits such as decreased storage costs and reduced interlibrary

lending expenses;
4. just to make the world a better place because Aggies are awesome and we like to

share 

As a nationally-ranked research university that has been producing theses since 1922 and
dissertations since 1940, the Texas A&M case is fairly typical of other American research
universities with established graduate programs. For that reason, it is hoped that this case
study serves as a beacon of hope for increasing Open Access to older graduate works
across the country.

As with most other American universities, Texas A&M has long required publication of
dissertations in some form – whether as a book, government monograph or journal article.
Master’s theses were not held to this standard, but there was institutional commitment to
retaining and preserving these documents as institutional records and useful student works.

In the early 20th century, doctoral students were expected to print and bind multiple copies of
their dissertation manuscripts, depositing them with the University Libraries for cataloging,
shelving, exchange with other libraries, and patron access whether by on-site consultation or
by interlibrary lending. Master’s theses were also printed, bound, and deposited with the
libraries. However, other projects in lieu of the MA/MS thesis and the PHD dissertation –
such as graduate internship reports, records of study, and capstones, were historically left to
individual colleges to collect and manage as they saw fit.

When microfilming technology became commercially available and affordable in the middle of
the century, Texas A&M University updated its dissertation publishing policy to require that
one copy of the manuscript be sent to University Microfilms Inc. of Ann Arbor, Michigan (the
progenitor of ProQuest LLC). The microfilming requirement aligned with the practices and
policies at other members of the Association of Research Libraries (ARL) who found the UMI
microfilming program a more cost-effective means to provide on-demand access to
dissertations. Master’s theses, however, continued to be managed as printed volumes
without the microfilming component – a circumstance reflecting the ARL decision not to
recommend microfilming of these graduate works because “most of them are probably not
worth intercampus use. The few that are worthy will either be developed in doctoral
dissertations or be made available as articles. Second, the tremendously large number that
are written each year…renders impracticable any arrangement for automatic publication.”
(Ellsworth, Ralph E., 1952. “Toward publishing doctoral dissertations”, The Journal of Higher
Education 23, 241-244.)

Now fast forward to the 21st century, where the dawn of the digital age has caused
universities to rethink their dissertation publishing practices. PDF manuscripts distributed via
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the Internet have eclipsed the hegemony of dissertation microfilming and Dissertation
Abstracts. And because of the ready availability of cost-effective and user-friendly
technologies for digitally producing graduate works, masters theses are being included in
University publishing programs for the first time.

Texas A&M ushered in the ETD age in 2002 with a voluntary pilot program, but by 2004 had
moved to mandated electronic submission and dissemination for all theses and dissertations.
Short-term embargoes on access were introduced to protect author’s rights to patent or
publish their graduate research. There are now 10,001 electronic, Open Access theses and
dissertations available from the Texas A&M Digital Repository.

Additionally, the Libraries have been working to make older Texas A&M theses,
dissertations, and even “projects in lieu of” freely accessible online. An initial attempt to do
so involved a large payment to ProQuest to digitize the 10,138 dissertations for which they
had microfilm copies in their vault. This inventory was short by several hundred titles –
dissertations which were never sent to UMI for microfilming in the first place, for various
reasons. So Texas A&M invested another large sum to ship lots of printed and bound
volumes up to Ann Arbor for filming and digitization. The project has been touted as a model
partnership program in ProQuest’s various marketing pieces, such as the report Dissertation
Archiving and Access: a case study for accessibility and preservation.

The problem for Texas A&M, however, is that the program proved to be problematic for a
number of reasons.

First, the PDF copies made from microfilm were often of poor quality because the digital
version was made from a not-always-so-great black and white microfilm copy. Original
illustrations rendered in color or shades of gray were captured onm film as black and white,
obscuring or losing important data intended to be represented in the illustration. The PDF’s
made by scanning the printed volumes were much better because they captured the
illustration as it appeared in the original manuscript.

Secondly, in spite of payment by Texas A&M to get the works digitized and online, the
PDF’s remained locked behind the ProQuest paywall. This cicrumstance meant that any user
not eligible for access through Texas A&M libraries’ paid subscription to ProQuest could not
get to the online dissertations without paying out of pocket. Among those shut-out users are
the very students who created the dissertations in the first place! While ProQuest has kindly
put in place a policy allowing dissertation authors to obtain a free copy of their own digitized
works from Ann Arbor directly, the policy does not extend to other former students, or
colleagues, or employers, or other potential users with a serious research need, such as the
Tweeter quoted at the top of this blog posting. So Texas A&M paid to enrich ProQuest’s
coppers, not our own university’s collections that are developed to benefit ALL of our campus
constitutencies.

http://repository.tamu.edu/handle/1969.1/2
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Hence Texas A&M realized the need to go back to square one to truly set our graduate
research free. The Libraries started planning to digitize the its older graduate works from
printed volumes. At the time of this writing, all 17,000 Aggie theses are online in the Digital
Repository. Most are still behind campus restriction because author permissions were not
secured before digitization. However, as authors permit open access to their works using a
“Set Me Free” button, the usefulness of those works is immediately apparent. Take Jeffrey
Ray Bormann’s 1985 thesis Engineering properties of miniature cement – fly ash compacts
prepared by high press which went online and open access on September 9, 2012. This
thesis has been viewed 1333 times with users accessing it from the US, China, India,
Russian, Brazil, France, Canada, Germany, Ukraine and the United Kingdom. Similarly, the
first dissertation produced at Texas A&M – authored by Dr. Dorris David Giles in 1940 and
covering growth hormones in swine – has seen 364 views since going online and open
access in July 2012.

Texas A&M is by no means alone in digitizing its older theses and dissertations and making
them available open and open access. Other institutions with similar programs include
Brigham Young University, CalTech, MIT, Rice University, Texas Tech University,
University of Central Florida, University of Florida, and University of Massachusetts Medical
School, to name a few. *Numerous others* considering digitization of their legacy graduate
works have been in contact to discuss our approach for identifying, inventorying, converting,
clearning copyright and funding our retro digitization efforts.

As with born-digital ETDs, finding online older theses and dissertations is not easy, whether
or not open access is in the mix. Even the ProQuest database holds full text for only about
half of the dissertations and theses it purports to make available. For that reason, the best
way to track down the digital version of an older thesis or dissertation is to contact the
Library of the University in question. Even if they do not have the PDF online now, they may
have digitized the work and placed it on a secure server until author permission is obtained
(as is the case with Texas A&M). But copyright law does permit transmission of the PDF in
response to a bona fide Interlibrary loan request, so asking for the PDF can trigger quick
delivery via email. And even if digitization of retrospective theses and dissertations is not
underway at an institution, hearing from interested users may make the case that such a
program is needed.

Without knowing which 1987 dissertation our Tweeter quoted above was looking for, it is not
possible to confirm whether the work of interest was in fact online and open access. But a
quick search in the catalog of the Networked Digital Library of Theses and Dissertations for
English language works that pre-date the born digital age (pre-1999) suggests that many tens
of thousands of graduate works may be online and available via open access. Texas A&M is
working hard to add the 40,000 works represented by our dissertations, theses and and
other graduate research projects to that count. This sizeable corpus of digitized
graduate works will NOT be available from ProQuest. If you don’t find what you want
online in our Catalog or Digital Repository, please ask us at digital@library.tamu.edu.

http://repository.tamu.edu/handle/1969.1/129207
http://www.ndltd.org/find
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4 THOUGHTS ON “OLDER DISSERTATIONS AND THESES MAY BE FREER THAN YOU THINK: A VIEW FROM

TEXAS A&M”

This entry was posted in Legacy theses and dissertations, Open Access by gclement.
Bookmark the permalink [http://sites.tdl.org/fuse/?p=320] .

Charlotte Xanders
on December 21, 2012 at 3:32 pm said:

Very interesting article, thank you.
The article makes it seem that only work to which the author has permitted access
are available to non Texas A&M users. Does this mean that you are not considering
works available pre-1978 to also require author permission? If you are providing open
access to any works without author permission, do you have a ‘take-down’ policy and
if so, is it posted on your website?
Thank you!

gclement
on December 21, 2012 at 4:54 pm said:

Charlotte, For pre-1978 dissertations without a copyright notice, we are
applying the principle that these works are in the public domain by virtue of
failure to comply with the statutory formalities required under the 1909
copyright act. The basis for this principle is covered in the published article by
Clement and Levine (2011): Copyright and Publication Status of Pre-1978
Dissertations. For pre-1978 dissertations that do contain a copyright notice,
we are checking the renewal records to see if the work is still in copyright.
Also, we are considering whether to extend the 1978 cutoff to 1989, based on
some input from Georgia Harper at UT and others familiar with the change in
the requirement for copyright notice that took full force in 1989.
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Michael Boock
on December 27, 2012 at 2:08 pm said:

Excellent post, Gail. I’d like to add Oregon State University to the increasing number
of institutions making their corpus of electronic theses and dissertations and “projects
in lieu of” freely available online. As of today, we’ve made available over 13,000 of
the 23,000 or so theses and dissertations ever produced by the university. We too
digitize T/Ds requested via ILL and directly. Many former students, when they see
their colleague’s theses/dissertations available online, request that their own be made
available.

An example of some of the positive feedback we’ve received from researchers: Since
2006, US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) scientists have been concerned about
the increased numbers of tui chub in Lemolo Lake. The recreation area, located in the
Umpqua National Forest, is a favorite spot for weekend visitors as well as Oregon
anglers hoping to land one of the lake’s elusive brown trout. According to USFWS
biologists an increased tui chub population is threatening the lake’s water quality,
forcing health officials to issue health advisories, at least ten times in the past three
years, for the recreation site. In July of 2008 USFWS and BLM officials contacted
OSUL, inquiring about a 1975 OSU thesis, “Biology of the Blue and Tui Chubs in
East and Paulina Lakes, Oregon”. The information in the thesis could help biologists
understand the tui chub and, in turn, come up with a solution for the problem.
Fortunately, OSUL had recently begun digitizing, upon request, OSU theses and
dissertations.

When contacted, the Digital Production Unit immediately retrieved the thesis from the
shelves, digitized it and placed it in ScholarsArchive@OSU, OSU’s digital repository.
Within 24 hours USFWS and BLM officials had access to the information they
needed. The grateful agencies emailed back, “Awesome! Healthy little trout, and we,
thank you!”

gclement
on January 4, 2013 at 3:09 pm said:

Michael, thanks for sharing the exemplary successes of retro digitization at
Oregon State!

http://cdss.library.oregonstate.edu/
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