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The Project 

 In 2015, we decided to begin exploring public 
domain applications as they relate to our university’s 
archive and our Northeast Texas Digital Collections. 

 In 2016, we began a pilot project to identify and 
clearly label public domain materials in our Digital 
Collections, and also port them to Wikimedia 
Commons to facilitate their use on Wikipedia and 
other websites external to our university. 



Two Primary Goals 

1. To make public domain materials in the Northeast 
Texas Digital Collections more widely accessible 
and serve researchers by helping them discern 
copyright status more clearly. 

2. To determine if clearly identifying such materials 
as being in the public domain would direct more 
traffic back to the source material in our Northeast 
Texas Digital Collections. 



Copyright: Background 

 United States copyright law is notoriously complex 

 However, any materials published in the U.S. prior 
to January 1, 1923, are in the public domain 

 Unpublished materials created more than 120 years 
ago are also in the public domain if the author’s 
death date is unknown or the work was created 
either anonymously or as a work for hire 



Historic ET Collection 



Historic ET Collection 

 Consists of 392 individual items (neither too big nor 
too small for this project) 

 Materials were originally produced by the university, 
so third party rights are not an issue 

 The thematic nature of the material in the Historic 
ET Collection covers university history, which makes 
it very conducive for online uses that deal with the 
history of the university 



Images from the Historic ET Collection 



Example image from the Historic ET Collection 



Determining public domain status 

 We assembled a spreadsheet detailing all the pre-1923 
photographic and textual materials in the Historic ET 
Collection, which totaled 80 separate files 

 Copyright statuses were then ascertained and 
documented with a three-part “stoplight” model: 
 Green “certain” status was assigned to materials that could be 

proved beyond a reasonable doubt to be in the public domain (9 total 
files): only these were flagged as public domain content 

 Yellow “plausible” status was given to materials dated before 
1923 in a form typically published, such as programs or postcards, 
but with no explicit proof of publication (19 total files) 

 Red “uncertain” status was assigned to materials with no 
substantive evidence of public domain status, such as personal letters 
(53 total files) 



Yearbooks and Wikimedia Commons 

 We decided to take a risk-averse strategy and only 
change the rights statements on the materials that were 
identified as “certainly” in the public domain, initially a 
total of 9 separate items. 

 Later, the three Locust student yearbooks published 
before 1923 were added to the project, and many of their 
individual images were uploaded to Wikimedia 
Commons, greatly increasing the number of project files 
there. 

 In all, this resulted in 243 individual files being uploaded 
to Wikimedia Commons, the vast majority being from 
the three yearbooks. 

 



Images on Wikimedia Commons 



Example image on Wikimedia Commons 



Same image on the Northeast Texas Digital Collections 



Image use metrics 

 By March 2018, 35 distinct images uploaded to Wikimedia Commons 
for this project (representing 14.4% of all images) had been used in 
Wikipedia articles or other Wikimedia pages and a total of 49 “total 
image usages” had occurred (47 on English Wikipedia, and one each on 
Armenian Wikipedia and Hebrew Wikipedia) 

 Also in March 2018, 26 different usages of these images on non-
Wikimedia websites had been tracked using Google search 
functionalities, via both text string and reverse image searches (22 on 
English-language websites, with one each on websites written in 
French, Georgian, Korean, and Spanish) 

 Also, a thorough analysis last month of views metrics to the Northeast 
Texas Digital Collections since it was created in June 2013 revealed that 
for the 18 images and image sets (such as yearbook files, which are 
counted as single files in these in-house metrics), 17 of them had higher 
rates of viewership after the uploads to Wikimedia Commons 



Example image used on the English Wikipedia 



Example image used on the Hebrew Wikipedia 



Same image on Wikimedia Commons (Hebrew) 



Same image on Wikimedia Commons (English) 



Same image on the Northeast Texas Digital Collections 



Wikimedia use metrics 



Image used on the WGBH website 



Same image on Wikimedia Commons 



Same image on the Northeast Texas Digital Collections 



Image used on a Georgian-language website 



Same image on Wikimedia Commons 



Same image on the Northeast Texas Digital Collections 



CONTENTdm use metrics 



Plans for the future 

 Going forward, we plan to flag and port materials that enter the 
public domain due to either of the two rationales laid out in this 
project, which resulted in a check for unpublished materials that 
were created 120 years ago in early January 2018 (there were not 
any) as well as plans to do the same every subsequent January. 

 Starting in January 2019 (pending any further change to 
copyright law in this country), materials published between 
January 1, 1923, and January 1, 1924, and then a year at a time 
proceeding from that, will be “cleared” into the public domain. 

 We may decide to expand the project to include other copyright 
rationales (such as materials published without a notice before 
1977 or not renewed before 1963), or other collections in the 
Northeast Texas Digital Collections, but for now those ideas are 
not being actively considered. 

 


