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Online theses new trend at universities

AUSTIN, Texas (AP) -Earning a doctorate
degree in psychology has been Malissa Ann
Bailey's dream since high school.

So when it was time for the 26-year-old
University of North Carolina student to submit her
theses for a master's degree, posting her work on
the Web was an option Ms. Bailey gladly took,
and one she plans to take when she submits her
dissertation next year.

"It was optional with the understanding that it
would probably be the wave of the future," she
said Tuesday from her Raleigh, N.C., home. "I
liked the fact that more people would probably
have access to it as opposed to it gathering dust in
a library somewhere."

Beginning next May, University of Texas
graduate students will be required to publish
doctoral dissertations online, following the lead of
a handful of universities worldwide in a trend that
is expected to continue growing.

About 30 universities nationwide plan to or
currently publish dissertations online. Among the
few that require electronic publication are West
Virginia University, Virginia Tech and the
University of Virginia.

"It's a change in thinking," said Edward Fox, a
professor of computer science at Virginia Tech
who directs the Networked Digital Library of
Theses and Dissertations. The organization
promotes online publication and helps its
members deal with issues such as preservation and
copyright.

"Our objective is to have every dissertation
worldwide be done electronically," Fox said.

Fox and other supporters say using the Internet
and other technology allows students to be
creative with video, sound files and other
programs. It also gives their work a bigger stage,
he said.

"I think the most important positives are
increasing access and more effective
communication of research results. When you use
electronic methods you can communicate using
color and multimedia,"” Fox said.

In 1997, Virginia Tech became the first
university requiring online publication of
dissertations. More than 800 documents are
online, including one about telecommunications

that has received more than 7,000 hits.

The response is expected to be even greater at
UT, which awards more doctorate degrees - about
1,000 annually - than any other university in the
nation, said Timothy Brace, senior systems
analyst for the university's office of graduate
studies.

"It could change radically the way research is
done and the way research is presented and that
change raises questions about how we should do
it right - both to protect the interest of the
scholastic community and to take advantage of the
technology," Brace said.

Doctoral students typically submit their
dissertations on acid-free paper to be filed in the
UT library.

Some have raised red flags about the switch,
saying the electronic dissertations will require
more maintenance than their paper counterparts
and may open the door to plagiarism and other
problems.

"The other questions we have are dealing with
longevity," Brace said. "Regarding digital formats,
we don't know if whether 20 years from now
we'll be able to look at anything that's created
now."

West Virginia has required the electronic
publication of dissertations since August 1998.
There are 477 papers currently online, said John
Hagen, library technical assistant. "lIt's really
successful. I've been really amazed at how
smoothly things have gone," Hagen said.

Hagen predicts most major universities will
require dissertations be presented online.

"Those who do not participate will be left
behind," Hagen said. "It's an excellent
promotional tool for the school and for the
students.

"We're just always encouraging the students to
do all sorts of multimedia," Hagen said. "Things
you could not do in the paper world."

One student put the West Virginia driver's
manual in Power Point format to assist students
with special needs. Another will incorporate video
clips from a recent play production.

Ruth Nellis, chairwoman of the group that helps
implement the requirement at WV U, said, "It went
really well here, much better than | even projected
it would go."

Nellis said a supportive administration and
library staff made the implementation easy.
Educating and listening to students and faculty
also helped.

"So they knew where to go to get help," she
said.



