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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 
 
Following an internal KPMG audit in 2012 copyright compliance of material uploaded to the 
VLE was categorised as a priority 1 issue, the highest priority risk. VLE copyright 
compliance was identified as a sub process related to the review of controls over the use of 
copyright protected material in general. 
 
Since 2010, academic staff have self-certified that the content they upload to Blackboard 
complies with one of the following: 
 

• that it has been authorised in writing by the copyright holder 
• that it is authorised by the University's licence with the CLA, or other licensing 

agency. 
• that is permitted under the statutory exceptions of the Copyright Designs and 

Patents Act, 1988. 
 

The self-certification process is part of the online system to request access to a module and 
includes a declaration of acceptance for other policies such as the acceptable use of IT 
systems. 
 
KPMG observed a weakness in the self-certification process and recommended a 
secondary review of material to verify that module content met copyright requirements. This 
review was delayed due to a restructure of ADDL in 2013, and the work was revisited in 
academic year 13/14 through the Office for Digital Learning. 
 
In advance of this report a holding memo and advice was issued from ADDL to each Dean 
in August. 
 
PROCESS 
 
During academic year 13/14 a small working group was established, chaired by the Head of 
the Office for Digital Learning (ODL), with membership from the Library, Reprographics and 
the Office for Digital Learning. 
 
The KPMG recommendation was to undertake a risk-based random sample. Modules were 
selected from Banner using a randomised SQL query for ten modules (five per semester) 
with an additional restriction that two modules per semester should be taken from the 
following categories: 

• Distance Learning modules 
• Modules from programmes that are part of a flexible framework that may not have 

dedicated subject librarians 
 



Although the random sampling was at a module level and did not consider distribution by 
school or faculty, by chance the sample did cover all faculties and ADDL with the exception 
only of the Faculty of Arts. 
 
The Office for Digital Learning peer reviewed the sample. Each item of content within a 
module was reviewed against the University copyright policy at http://ulster.ac.uk/copyright/ 
 
Potential problems were categorised identifying red, amber and green issues. The 
categorised issues were then reviewed by colleagues from the Library before a final review 
by the Reprographics Manager, who is accountable to the Copyright Management Working 
Group, responsible for the delivery of policy and guidance within the institution. 
 
RESULTS OF THE REVIEW 
 
The audit highlighted a number of issues that suggested poor knowledge of Ulster’s 
copyright policy and how it should be interpreted within Blackboard Learn.  
 
It was the working group’s opinion that risks were taken within Blackboard that would not 
have been taken if content were to be published to a publicly accessible website. Anecdotal 
evidence in this connection suggests that some academic teams may see a system – such 
as the VLE - that requires authentication as protection against compliance with some 
aspects of copyright law. 
 
Given this finding the VLE copyright guidelines and training have been reviewed by the 
working group. It was considered that a simplified VLE copyright document would help 
content authors to review any infringements identified during the audit. It was further 
considered that a refresh of the copyright training would benefit from inclusion of the 
findings and examples of good practice to avoid the issues found. The Reprographics 
Manager has taken action to review the VLE copyright document. Action on training and 
enhancements to the Blackboard copyright course will be the responsibility of the Copyright 
Officer within Reprographics; this replacement post is currently progressing through the 
recruitment process.  
 
Further, the audit highlighted a small number of copyright infringements that necessitated 
immediate action, some to be rectified as soon as possible, and a large number of issues 
that should be reviewed by the content author against the new copyright guidance. 
 
Examples of infringements 
Once an item of content is placed on Blackboard it is difficult to trace the ownership of the 
material. This is a particular issue for images embedded within binary files such as Word 
documents, PDF files and PowerPoint presentations. The following is recommended as a 
response 

• the original content authors should review these potential infringements and make 
appropriate adjustments to comply with guidance.  

• the updated VLE copyright guidance recommends including a statement in 
Blackboard when permission has been granted to use a resource. This process 
would make future audits more robust and remove ambiguity from decision-making. 

 
More serious infringements were highlighted when the original copyright owner was clearly 
visible in the embedded resource. Examples included: 
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• PDF versions of journal articles that had been downloaded from Athens protected 
resources. These documents were often tagged with a message stating that they 
had been downloaded by a University of Ulster account.  

• PDF or HTML versions of newspaper articles that are normally behind a pay wall. 
Staff members had saved articles locally and then uploaded directly to Blackboard. 

• Video content, embedded from within Youtube, that incorporated material from other 
sources including live TV broadcasts. 

 
All such modules would have benefited from a review by a subject librarian to identify 
alternative methods of delivering the same content. Potential solutions include: 

• links to authenticated journal articles instead of embedding the original document 
• copies of newspaper articles delivered by the Library scanning service 
• advice on identifying appropriate image and video content licensed under open-

licensing arrangements such as Creative Commons. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. The Reprographics Manager will circulate a summary report to Deans that includes a 
spreadsheet for each module and a copy of the VLE copyright guidelines. Deans 
should circulate the new guidelines to all staff and encourage academic teams to 
review their modules for compliance.  
 This communication will follow the publication of the KPMG summary report in 
October 2014. 
 

2. Specific issues highlighted in the audit process should be rectified. A further review 
of priority 1 issues will be undertaken before the end of semester one to ensure 
compliance with the new guidance. 
 

3. The use of Open Educational Resources, released under Creative Commons or 
similar licences, should be encouraged.  Opportunities to align OER and copyright 
guidelines should be explored as part of the work of the Ulster MOOC and Open 
Learning Working Group. 
 

4. An annual risk based sampling exercise should continue until there is a reduction in 
potential infringements. There is the potential to amend the random sampling of 
modules, a suggestion would be to randomly select a module each semester from an 
identified Faculty, thus covering all Faculties in a two year period. 
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