Open access at Aachen University

Start with theses

Standard electronic publishing started – as almost everywhere – with theses. 

Aachen University Library took part in that nationwide development from the very beginning in the late 1990ies. The service was established in 2000, after this new form of publishing had been integrated in the university’s regulations for doctoral degrees. Up to now we host about 1.200 electronic dissertations, mostly from the sciences and technical disciplines. Meanwhile, about 40 % of all dissertations are being published electronically. 

For this kind of documents electronic publishing was accepted very soon by faculty and students as well.

Obstacles with other materials

The Library wanted to open the server for other university publications, but it soon had to face a lot of problems which – as I think – are typical for STM disciplines or universities.

First the scientists told us that that they use to publish on special preprint servers which are crucial for scientific communication especially in physics and mathematics. 

Then we wanted our server to become part of the university’s corporate identity which we could have achieved only with a clear commitment of the Board. This, however, was denied for a rather long time, mostly because of two reasons:

1. There was fear that authors who publish with well known commercial publishers could lose revenues, at least for monographs,

2. and more important was the fact that at the same time the Board eagerly pushed faculty to publish in high impact journals, commercial ones, of course. The reason for that was, that in international rankings (CEST, e. g., which is based on ISI reports) Aachen University did not present itself as good as was expected. Even more the Board started to make good ranking results a criteria for funding. 

The department of medicine is leading that process, it makes all faculty transmit their bibliographic data to a firm called EVA LUNA which does the bibliometric analysis based on the ISI databases which – of course – the library pays for. So, the medical scientists care about the high impact journals for publication, certainly not for any university platform, and they even neglect to transmit their data to the university’s official bibliography which is run by the library because serving that EVA LUNA database comes first.

Institutional repository

The library, however, stuck to its idea to open the platform for publications other than theses. From experiences in Germany we learned that a server very quickly and ultimately can be devaluated by inferior material such as students papers, announcements or messages. 

Most important besides good functionality is quality control (peer review) which the library can not provide. We thought about an editorial board which only the Board could establish, but the Board was still reluctant. So we decided for the second best, a sort of implicit quality control by objective criteria by which we mean that a paper is published only when communicated by a member of faculty who is responsible for a quality standard that meets the university’s demands. 

But, with institutional repositories becoming more and more relevant for the benefit and competitiveness of universities our Board remembered the library’s proposal. The Board will address and encourage faculty to publish on the university’s central server hosted by the library. To establish an editorial board seems to be too time-consuming, therefore the library is advised to accept only publications communicated by a member of faculty.

The Board, however, came up with the additional idea to establish a second server dedicated for pre- and postprints in order to acknowledge the practice in sciences. 

So now we will be doing both: enlarge our present server and establish a second one for pre- and postprints only.
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