European collaboration on e-theses

Neil Jacobs, Paul Ayris, Eva Müller, Gerard van Westrienen

May 2006

Abstract

Following a workshop in January 2006, a discussion and strategy document was drafted and put to the participants.  The participants noted that any collaboration at a European level needed to recognise that European e-theses were not sufficiently distinctive (in terms of geographical scope or media type) to warrant specific services being developed for them.  However, they did agree that networking and information exchange would be useful among those actively engaged in making e-theses available, and that there might be some opportunities for more practical collaboration on particular activities between some countries.  This document outlines a plan for taking this modest work forward.

Reactions to the discussion document

The workshop participants gave the following views on the discussion document:

· Stakeholders:

· Authors want greater availability, use, visibility of their e-theses

· Institutions want to showcase their research

· Readers want better discovery and greater availability of e-theses

· Managers want EU visibility and recognition for their e-theses

· Strategies:

· We should start with small groups of countries for quick wins

· We should attach to other communities/activities

· Recommendations:

· We should identify what the key aspirations and use cases are; come up with a clear rationale

· Have a clear answer on whether and how ETDs are genuinely useful.

This document starts from these agreed views.

Rationale

For clarity, the rationale for this work is not:

1. the Bologna process (this is unlikely to focus on research outputs, including e-theses, for some time)

2. search services (these will emerge if interoperable content is available)

3. building infrastructure (this will take place within more general initiatives, such as the DRIVER project)

The rationale for the four work strands described below is that there is work going on at the national level in these areas, and it would be useful to:

1. share good practice, identify common problems and solutions, especially on making e-theses available and accessible

2. ensure compatibility where appropriate

3. identify where limited joint activity would be beneficial to those who wanted to do this (small groups of countries), and plan and pursue this joint activity

4. prepare the e-theses domain to participate fully in the emerging wider interoperable network of European digital repositories

The work strands

The following work strands have been identified by the authors as representing areas where the rationale noted above holds.  In each case, examples are given.

1. Legal issues

The legal context is largely specific to nations, and many legal aspects of e-theses workflow are specific to individual institutions (eg, ownership of IPR).  However, there is scope to share information and learn from each other, for example on:

· Raising awareness of the permissions granted to use an e-thesis (for example, do students / supervisors want to allow text-mining?)

· Dealing with e-theses (technically, and in terms of awareness among students, supervisors, librarians) that have particular constraints, such as:

· where the research was sponsored by commercial or governmental organisations with an interest in restricting access to the document, perhaps for a certain time (embargo)

· where the e-theses contains material owned by a third party

· where the e-theses contains material that might give rise to concerns over privacy and consent, for example, e-theses containing information about subjects who might be identifiable (if not from the e-thesis alone, then by reference to a number of sources including the e-thesis, if made available).

· where the identity of the author should be protected because of the subject or methods used (eg, experiments on  animals, or research concerning terrorism)

A number of projects (EThOS, Promise of Science) have undertaken extensive work in this area, and the lessons learned might usefully be brought together, shared, compared, etc.

2. Organisational and cultural issues

While national contexts vary, there are useful lessons that could be shared between those who undertake work to advocate and support the organisational changes necessary to make e-theses available.  These are some of the areas in which information and lessons might usefully be shared:

· Advocacy materials, including evidence of the benefits that accrue to authors and institutions by making e-theses available (eg, analysis of usage and citation metrics)

· Addressing concerns from authors (for example, in the humanities) that open access to their e-thesis will lessen the likelihood and/or impact of their first monograph – which will probably be based on their e-thesis

· Approaching and working with registrars and other senior managers to make the necessary policy changes to build e-theses into the doctoral workflow.

Again, these activities have been undertaken at national or even institutional level across Europe, and the lessons and good practices could usefully be collated and shared.

3. Technical and metadata

While services will spring up as soon as sufficient open access content is available, such services will fail without technical interoperability between the repositories.  While we can rely on projects such as DRIVER to address the general issues, there are specific issues that will neither be addressed in such projects, nor at a national or institutional level.  These include:

· There are a number of ETD application profiles for the DC metadata schema.  While many / all of these may map to the NDLTD application profile, it is worth considering whether this (or some variant) might be formally taken through the DCMI validation process.  (Would need to include, and perhaps be led by, NDLTD).

· Machine readable policy statements, for example in XACML, will enforce embargos, but will need consistent expression if they are to be effective within the emerging federated trust architecture (Shibboleth).

· The use of OAI sets / filters to identify e-theses for selective harvesting needs to be standardised.  While this would be likely to take place within the NDLTD/OAI communities, it would be worth assessing experience and requirements among European partners.

While technical standardisation eventually needs to be global, achieving widespread takeup of global standards relies on their being developed by reference to local practice.  This means that sharing experience ‘up’ from institutional, to national, to European level, will help to ensure that global standards, when they are developed, reflect practice.

4. External relations

The three work strands above clearly interface with other activities, such as NDLTD, DRIVER, and DART-Europe.  There is also a need to both monitor (and possibly influence) a number of organisations, including:

· European Commission (eg, will there be an i2010 consultation relevant to e-theses, and will a pan-European response be valuable?)

· HUMANE – European network of university administrators

· UNICA – Universities in capital cities in Europe

· Conference of European Rectors

· EuroHORCs (Heads of Research Councils)

It would be useful to identify the stakeholders that may influence e-theses development across Europe, plus the messages we’d want them to hear and the channels used to address them.

Finally, a representation of the state of play across Europe would be a valuable document, both to demonstrate our role in this to key stakeholders, and to enable those involved in e-theses development to see who’s working on similar topics.  This document may be a website, and may be based on the country updates provided for the January workshop, though a facility (web form?) to update the information would be needed.

