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Introduction

This paper outlines issues that need to be considered regarding the future of the Australasian Digital Theses Program (ADT).  It does not aim to provide solutions or give recommendations about the future of ADT.

Background

Since its origin as an ARC funded project in 1997, the ADT has steered the development of digital theses programs in Australian and New Zealand universities.  The recent survey (Appendix 1) demonstrates the degree to which digital theses have become core business.  As more universities move to require candidates deposit digital theses, the capture of the annual output of higher degree theses will increase.  A small number of universities are reported as ‘inactive’ in this survey, but they all have plans in place to introduce digital theses programs in the coming year.  The implementation of institutional repositories is accelerating these plans.  In Australia, federal government support for repositories has enabled this, together with the proposed use of repositories for the Research Quality Framework in 2008.  This environmental influence was a key issue in the ADT Business Plan 2006-2009 (appendix 2).
The number of accessible online theses has increased greatly over the last few years, through the willingness of libraries and students to participate in the program and the steady trend to adopt policies for mandatory submission.  At the end of February 2007, 12,447 theses were available online, compared to 560 five years ago.  It is easier to discover theses through the development and expansion project carried out between 2004 and 2006, which created a large bibliographic database of Australian higher degree theses: essentially, this is a ‘one-stop shop’ for information about theses, containing records for over 130,000 theses. The research community has stated its requirement for such a database for many years.

It is clear that the ADT has had an impact on universities, their libraries and postgraduate students.  It is harder to state what impact access to digital theses has in the wider national and international community.  Usage statistics might say something about impact, but ADT distributes data and theses around every university.  At this stage, the ADT has not attempted to gather and normalise this data.  The central database records substantial activity, but this in itself does not say anything about impact.  There is anecdotal evidence that open access to theses has led to opportunities for further research, employment or recognition for their authors.
Issues

1. One-stop shop

The creation of a comprehensive, easy to search database for Australian higher degree theses was carried out to respond to a stated need from the research community.  Currently, the technical means of doing this involves harvesting theses metadata from institutional repositories and exchanging metadata with the National Bibliographic Database.  

· What is the current view of this stated need from the research community, represented here by the Deans and Directors of Graduate Schools and the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations?

· Are there other ways to do this?

· Are there other organisations that could provide this service?

2. Brand

The ADT has raised the profile of CAUL and CONZUL.  The ADT is a successful brand for these organisations.

· How important is this?
· How could it be retained if the current form of the ADT Program was changed?
3. Continuity

The ADT has brought together postgraduate students, graduate research schools and librarians into a productive collaboration.  Through sharing of information, librarians have established best practice and resolved issues such as copyright.  Libraries are making the transition from digital theses repositories to research repositories.  The current ADT arrangements are too narrow for the wider scope of research repositories.

· If the ADT Program was disbanded, what activities would be worth retaining?
· Who else would need to be involved?
· What would it look like?
4. Common pursuits and lobbying

ADT has provided a platform for each university to lobby for the submission of digital copies of theses. It has also helped universities pursue other goals such as mandatory submission.

· Are there other goals specific to theses which universities can achieve through ADT?

· What goals can be better pursued as a group: retrospective digitisation; improving self-submission rates; changing university rules to allow for submitting only a digital copy?

5. Research theses awarded by other institutions

The ADT is occasionally approached by other institutions that award higher degrees by research for inclusion in the program.  [Diane or Tom, can you remember who?]

· If the one-stop shop concept is still regarded as useful, should they be included?
· Are there barriers to access for these theses?
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