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1 BACKGROUND 
 

Arising from discussion on the Committee’s decision to rescind the requirement for 
hard copies of Master’s dissertations for examination purposes in fully online 
Master’s degrees (min 14.27 refers), Senate has asked the Committee to discuss the 
University’s policy of depositing Master’s dissertations of Distinction standard in the 
University Library (Senate min 14.37) and associated practical issues.  Senate has 
enquired whether the removal of the requirement for hard copies for examination in 
such courses also removed the requirement for hard copy deposit in the Library.  
Senate noted that this policy was not currently being applied across the board and 
there were practical issues relating to volume and storage if the policy was fully 
implemented.  Senate has asked that the Committee liaise with the Faculties and the 
Library on policy and practical issues and determine appropriate requirements to 
support students through provision of exemplar dissertations. 
 

2 CURRENT POLICY 
 

Up to 2008, a copy of every Master’s dissertation was required to be deposited in the 
University Library.  This policy was changed following a review in light of: 
 
a)  the fact that not all dissertations were being provided to the Library; and  
 
b)  the questionable value for the advancement of knowledge and the support of 

other students of this volume of dissertations (min 08.191). 
 
The Committee agreed that: 
 
i) only dissertations of Distinction standard should be made publicly available 

through the Library and noted that separate arrangements might be made by 
Faculties with the Library for dissertations in specialist subject areas where 
there was limited reference material available, and that a small number of 
exemplars might be retained to assist students in the presentation of their work; 

 
ii) that the Library copies of Distinction standard dissertations should be held in 

electronic form; the timeframe for the implementation of this being contingent 
upon the outcome of the Institutional Repository Project. 

 
3 OPTIONS 
 

In regard to the advancement of knowledge, the main reason for deposit in the 
Library, there are three options: 
 
a) retain current policy; 
 



b) remove requirement for deposit of any Master’s dissertations in the Library 
(because purpose not served); 

 
c) reduce the selection further by asking Faculties to deposit only those 

dissertations which make a real contribution to the advancement of knowledge. 
 
In regard to supporting current students in preparation of their own dissertations, the 
issue is met by three options: 
 
a) retain current policy (as above); 
 
b) deposit of outstanding dissertations only (c above, provided sufficient number 

identified); 
 
c) remove requirement (as b) above) and instead deposit selected exemplar 

copies in the Library (or elsewhere). 
 

4 PRACTICAL ISSUES 
 

Deposit in Library 
 
One problem identified with the current requirement is that there appears to be 
inconsistent practice by Faculties in collecting and giving the Library all Distinction-
level dissertations.  This might be addressed by Faculties reviewing and agreeing to 
apply their processes, but the impact may be limited: 
 
a)  if there is no consequence from not doing so; and/or 
 
b)  the value of deposit is questioned or not recognised by course directors. 
 
The current expectation is that candidates submit a hard copy, permanently bound in 
accordance with Library Guidelines (cloth and lettering on spine).  (The examination 
copy is not so bound in order to allow for corrections before deposit and to avoid 
expense to the candidate where the dissertation is not of Distinction standard.)  
Consequently binding is not undertaken until after a Board of Examiners. The 
Distinction-level candidate has no incentive to bind it as he/she incurs the expense 
and he/she is not prevented from graduating with the award. 
 
It is not proposed that Distinction candidates should be debarred from attending a 
graduation ceremony. 
 
If deposit in the Library is maintained, this problem could be alleviated by: 
 
a) the University undertaking (and paying for) the binding of the dissertation; or 
 
b) using one of the two examination copies of the Dissertation for deposit (soft 

binding); or 
 
c) maintaining an electronic repository (as envisaged in 2008). 
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Volume and Storage in Library 
 
The identification of a reduced number of Distinction-level dissertations and/or a 
Library policy on the period of retention of bound copies would alleviate the potential 
problems identified by Senate with regard to volume and storage.  Progress on 
electronic storage would also reduce physical pressure on space, but could increase 
the number of documents of limited value unless this repository is managed. 
 
Exemplars 
 
The use of the Library is not the only way to meet a need for exemplars of Master’s 
dissertations.  Indeed the Library does not hold such examples of other forms of 
coursework. 
 
Faculties might maintain their own resource locally, in hard copy or electronically, 
perhaps using the course support area in the VLE. 
 

5 LIBRARY COMMENTS 
 

The Library has made the following comments: 
 
Volume and Storage 
 
The Library currently holds 7205 Master’s Dissertations, located as follows: 
 
Coleraine  2179 
Magee 855 
Jordanstown 4133 
Belfast 38 
 
Application of Current Policy 
 
There is general consensus of opinion in the Library that the current policy does not 
work effectively.     
 
Since the change in regulations in 2008 we have received the following numbers of 
Master’s dissertations: 
 
Coleraine  13 
Jordanstown 71 
Magee 29 
Belfast 2 
 
It is impossible to ascertain if those dissertations which have been deposited since 
2008 reflect distinction-standard or if we have received all those that meet the 
standard.   
 
In terms of the advancement of knowledge, the vast majority of Master’s 
Dissertations do not fulfil this criterion.   It is recognised, however, that Arts (and 
some other faculties) may need to retain those dissertations which are seen by the 
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faculty to advance knowledge. Students do however like to consult the dissertations 
to get an overview of how to approach the layout of content. 
 
Ideally, we would all like to see the University providing e-access to quality 
dissertations.  Progress on this front has been incredibly slow for doctorates and it is 
no longer clear whether the University retains its long-term plans to make Master’s 
Dissertations available online. 
 
In the absence of e-access, due to space limitations and decisions which need to be 
made as part of the GBD planning process, the Library must move towards largely 
discarding the existing archive, stop future deposit and adopt a general policy where 
we hold only a small selection of exemplar dissertations to help students in preparing 
their own dissertations (ie option C of second set of options at 3 above).  
 
Recommendations 
 

i) Remove the requirement for deposit of Master’s Dissertations in the Library 
with the exception of a small selection of exemplars to be agreed in 
discussion with Faculties.  (It has been agreed that all Library and Information 
Management dissertations will be held in the Library.) 
 

ii) The University should move towards a policy of providing e-access to all 
distinction-standard dissertations via the UIR with agreed policies and 
procedures in place. 

 
iii) Agree a policy in relation to the retention and disposal of the existing 

collection of Master’s Dissertations in the Library. The Library Collection and 
Information Access Policy (revised 2012) states that a review of Master’s 
Dissertations will be undertaken to establish their usefulness after ten years 
following their deposit in the Library, see section 4.9, page 7 at: 
http://library.ulster.ac.uk/info/collections_policy.pdf 
 

6 DISCUSSION 
 
Faculty representatives are asked to give initial comments before taking the paper to 
their Faculties for discussion.   
 
The Committee is asked to consider whether it would wish to return to this matter in 
October or December next session. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9 June 2014 
 
AGF/lh 
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