
https://www.bl.uk/projects/british-library-labs/ 

BL Labs Awards 2020 – 1/12/2020 – Mahendra Mahey Page 1 of 4 

 

Surfacing the impact of doctoral research: working with 
the EThOS collection (Research) 

Name of Team: Durham University 

Names of entrants: Catherine Montgomery; Craig Stewart; Tom Roberts; Sharon Riddle; Jinjie 
Huang 

Affiliation/Organisation/Company: Durham University 

Job title(s): Professor; Associate Professor; Undergraduate student; PhD Student; MSc student 

 

Summary: The project is working in partnership with the EThOS team at the British Library to build 

impact from the knowledge and research of UK doctoral theses, making them accessible and 
actionable for community organisations. 

Abstract: Knowledge generated by doctoral theses is rarely surfaced as a coherent body of 

knowledge from which scientific, social or community organisations can learn. So this project has 
been working with the digital EThOS collection of the British Library, a digital repository of more than 
500,000 searchable doctoral theses, in order to surface doctoral knowledge. The EThOS team at 
the British Library is an integral part of the British Library’s Research Labs project which promotes, 
inspires and supports the use of the British Library’s digital collections and data. The research teams 
at the BL have started to see research based on analysis across the full aggregated UK thesis 
corpus. For example from The Alzheimers’ Society and the Royal Society of Chemistry.  

The aim of this project is to produce a user-friendly, efficient method for enabling community 
organisations and businesses to access and use the research within EThOS. The project is 
exploring the use of Artificial Intelligence to develop a tool for the purpose described above. The 
objectives of the project are to: 
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 Engage with a selection of organisations and businesses to discover what kind of questions 
and areas of knowledge they might wish to explore. The project is working with the British 
Library EThOS team, establishing links with six sample organisations and cataloguing the re-
users of EThOS (e.g. with the Alzheimer's Society; the Royal Society of Chemistry; and the 
FLAX project) 

 Extend the networks and partnerships engaging with EThOS to enable a detailed exploration 
of the sorts of knowledge that science, health, well-being, educational and social 
organisations might need, potentially saving them time and money.  

 Develop six high quality case study examples of how specific community organisations can 
utilise doctoral research 

 Inform the design of a machine learning platform for interrogating the digital repository of 
theses, ultimately testing an AI methodology to develop an automated approach to extracting 
information relevant to the questions/queries of organisations and businesses.  

So far the project has developed a prototype of an AI platform which will enhance access to and 
engagement with, valuable doctoral research in the user-communities of both the British Library and 
the University of Durham. We are now trialling that platform to explore how community organisations 
can use the research of EThOS. 

Research Question: EThOS is most often consulted by doctoral students as a means of 

developing their own theses but the power of this vast resource of individuals’ research is underused 
as a coherent body of knowledge. This project addresses the question ‘How can the research of the 
EThOS collection be accessed and harnessed in order to benefit community organisations?’ 

The outcome of the project is a prototype of a dashboard that will provide sophisticated analyses 
from the EThOS collection relating to a range of social challenges such as ageing, migration or 
homelessness.  

How does your project showcase British Library digital content? 

The EThOS repository contains 500,000 theses many containing unique, unreported research 
findings. The project establishes an innovative, interdisciplinary team which spans university and 
community-based knowledge, building a collaborative partnership between the EThOS team at the 
British Library and Durham University. Whilst the EThOS team have been engaging in innovation 
and developing approaches to make the digital repository of theses more accessible, there are no 
projects to date which aim to develop sophisticated tools to bring this knowledge to social, health or 
educational groups. 

What was your approach (methodology)? 

The project has been utilising unsupervised machine learning models (such as Clustering and 
Natural Language Processing) with further insight gained from Deep Learning techniques to draw 
unseen and unknown connections from the EThOS corpus to highlight and guide the study of 
societal challenges. The project is currently trialling the development of a dashboard which will 
enable analysis using search strings and will more accurately draw together theses in accessible 
formats.  

The project has used a natural language processing approach, where word vectorization, sentence 
feature extraction, and text summarisation techniques have been used to analyse EThOS texts. The 
project also performs post-analysis, semantic clustering to form distinct groups from the EThOS 
archive entries, which are then displayed to the user through a web-based dashboard.  
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Did you face any challenges, and if so how did you overcome them? 

One of the challenges with grouping the complex data of EThOS is that often just the meta-data is 
not enough to ascertain the concepts that are within the doctorates themselves.  

To overcome this problem, we have created a machine learning model that analyses the entirety of 
the text within each publication, and as such, performs better in the task of text-based clustering. 

Another challenge is that when a user is parsing lots of doctorates by eye, it can be difficult to quickly 
assess which ones may contain useful information for further reading. Normally this is based upon 
its title (often not enough information) or its abstract. However, reading each abstract can greatly 
increase the time required to go through a list of research theses.  The way we overcame this 
problem was by using text summarisation to create a few sentences that quickly describes the 
thesis; think of this as a semantically meaningful ‘word cloud’. The summarisation process analyses 
the text and identifies concepts of high importance – displaying them next to each thesis in the web-
based dashboard. 

This summarisation solution was also used to solve the problem of describing groups of theses.  
Once a set of publications have been grouped into their respective clusters, it is difficult to describe 
to the user what concepts are found within each group and why the texts have been identified as 
being similar. To solve this, we used the same summarisation analysis mentioned before on the 
texts within each group to create a description for the group. Furthermore, word frequency analysis 
was used to create a set of commonly found words for each group. This set of ‘word tags’ is 
displayed next to each group of texts in the web-based dashboard, along with the group description. 

Impact your project has made 

We are in the process of identifying community organisations who will engage in the trial. The project 
is establishing new use-cases of the EThOS data and exploring ways in which the research in the 
EThOS collection might offer potential economic savings for organisations and social, science or 
health benefits to organisations and to wider society (e.g. care for the elderly; health organisations 
dealing with diabetes such as Diabetes UK). The new dashboard will be used to enable knowledge 
from the doctoral theses to be accessible to practitioners in the social sciences and education. 

This project directly benefits those groups that are under-utilising data science techniques due to 
lack of funds, staff or the expertise to explore the EThOS archived groups and the project can offer 
research-based case studies which provide empirical evidence for social, health-related, 
educational or economic crises. The project is trialling the dashboard or hub with a group of end-
users from schools, universities and educational charities or NGOs. 

Background information of submitter (or team) 

The team at Durham University is led by Professor Catherine Montgomery (School of Education) 
and Dr Craig Stewart (Department of Computing Science) and supported by two research 
assistants, Tom Roberts (Computing) and Sharon Riddle (Education). The project has also been 
enhanced by the research of an MSc project completed in August by Jinjie Huang (Computing). The 
current project is funded by the ESRC Impact Acceleration Account held by Durham University and 
the project began in July 2020. Prior to this Professor Montgomery published two research papers 
relating to a ‘by-hand’ analysis of the EThOS collection: 

Montgomery, C. (2019). Surfacing ‘Southern’ perspectives on student engagement with 
internationalisation: doctoral theses as alternative forms of knowledge. Journal of Studies in 
International Education. Vol. 23(1) 123 –138  https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315318803743 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315318803743
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Montgomery C. (2020). Exploring rurality and ethnicity in globalised higher education: ideologies, 
intersections and narratives in doctoral research theses. Compare: A Journal of Comparative and 
International Education. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03057925.2020.1756744 

overed by Noisey and BBC 6Music. 
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