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SUBJECT:  Awarding of Posthumous Degrees 
 
 SDSMT has raised a question regarding award of posthumous degrees.  While there is no 
system policy that explicitly states that a degree may be awarded posthumously, it does appear 
that this has been common practice.  Typically these have been dealt with similar to other 
honorary degrees since the Board does have the authority to approve the awarding of any degree 
and, once so approved, it can be conferred by the institution.  As a note, in those rare cases where 
a student completes all of the requirements and then dies, the degree can be conferred.   
 
  It has been suggested that a policy allowing this be developed.  SDSMT has provided a 
proposed policy being discussed at their institution.  (Attachment I)  They have somewhat 
adapted the USD policy that was approved in 2006.  (Attachment II)  However since there is no 
system policy in place, questions have been raised about the first statement in USD’s policy: 
 

“Institutions in the South Dakota State System of Higher Education are authorized to 
confer posthumous degrees granted by the South Dakota Board of Regents.  Such degrees 
recognize the meritorious but incomplete earned work of a deceased student.  Requests to 
confer a posthumous degree must be made by the department and approved by the 
University administration and Faculty Senate.  The degree will be conferred by the Board 
of Regents.” 

 
 Staff recommend revising Board Policy 2:18 to include a section allowing posthumous 
degrees.  Members of the Council may wish to suggest other alternatives. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
****************************************************************************** 

RECOMMENDED ACTION 
  

 Discussion and recommendation.
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BHSU 
To my knowledge, this has never come up for us and I’m not aware that we have a policy 
regarding it.   
 
 
DSU 
We have also granted a degree posthumously for students who were within a month or so of 
graduation.  We don't have a policy in place, but we do have one for releasing the academic 
records of a deceased student (written after the deceased student's parents asked for copies of the 
student's transcript).  Here's the URL for that policy: 
http://www.departments.dsu.edu/hr/newsite/policies/035501.htm 
 
 
SDSU 
We have done it about half dozen during my time as vpaa. 
 
 
USD 
Incidentally, for those who did not find our policy, I am attaching it.  I’ve also asked for insight 
from our Senate Chair and Secretary as to where that wording came from-just not sure. 
 
And, we have awarded such degrees several times and our Senate resolved to request award of 
one this year. 
 
Many universities do award posthumous degrees, usually under circumstances similar to those 
described in our policy.  This has been done to honor fallen soldiers on a rather large scale at 
some institutions, I understand. 
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SDSMT - CONFERRAL OF POSTHUMOUS DEGREE 
 
POLICY:   
 
Institutions in the South Dakota State System of Higher Education are authorized to confer posthumous 
degrees by the South Dakota Board of Regents. Such degrees recognize the meritorious but incomplete 
earned work of a deceased student. At the time of death the student should have been in the final phases 
of completing the degree requirements and be currently enrolled in good academic standing. In most 
cases, to be eligible for the degree, the student would need to have been in the last semester of course 
work. 
 
Exceptions to this guideline may be made when the student’s death occurred under extraordinary 
circumstances. Exceptions may also be made in cases where chronic illness prevented current enrollment. 
 
PROCEDURES: 
 
The student’s department must initiate the request for the award of a posthumous degree through a written 
request to the Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs explaining why the degree should be 
awarded. In the case of a graduate student, the written request should be routed first to the Dean of 
Graduate Education.  Information about the student’s activities or achievements while attending 
SDSM&T should be included in the request. 
 
The Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs and the Vice President for Student Affairs and 
Dean of Students will review the request and forward materials to the Faculty Senate. 
 
Upon approval by the Faculty Senate, the request will be forwarded to the President.  The President will 
submit a formal request to the South Dakota Board of Regents. 
 
Upon final approval by the Board of Regents, the Office of Academic Affairs will notify the student’s 
department chair and the Office of the Dean of Students. 
 
A representative of the student’s department or the Vice President for Student Affairs and Dean of 
Students will contact the student’s family to determine whether they wish to come to campus for 
commencement activities. If not, arrangements will be made for delivery or presentation of the diploma to 
the family. 
 
Names of all recipients of posthumous degrees will be listed, along with degree and major, in the 
commencement program. 
 
Special recognition of these students will be made by the President just prior to the individual recognition 
of all degree candidates present at the ceremony.  
 
Families who choose to attend commencement activities will be provided reserved seating and the 
President will note their presence as he or she recognizes the posthumous degree recipients. 
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University of South Dakota Policy for Awarding Posthumous Degrees  
draft 2-28-06 
 
General Statement 
Institutions in the South Dakota State System of Higher Education are authorized to confer posthumous 
degrees granted by the South Dakota Board of Regents.  Such degrees recognize the meritorious but 
incomplete earned work of a deceased student.  Requests to confer a posthumous degree must be made by 
the department and approved by the University administration and Faculty Senate.  The degree will be 
conferred by the Board of Regents. 
 
The University of South Dakota may confer posthumous degrees in recognition of incomplete earned 
work that represents substantial progress toward degree completion.  In instances where the student’s 
death occurred during or as a result of participation in a university sponsored activity or as a result of 
active military duty, greater flexibility with regard to progress toward degree may be exercised. 
 
Policy 
At the time of death the student should have been in the final phases of completing the degree 
requirements and be currently enrolled in good academic standing.  In most cases, to be eligible for the 
degree, the student would need to have been in the last semester of course work. 
 
Exceptions to this guideline may be made when the student’s death occurred under extraordinary 
circumstances.  Exceptions may also be made in cases where chronic illness prevented current enrollment. 
 
Procedure 
The student’s department or college must initiate the request for the award of a posthumous degree. 
 
The dean of the student’s college should forward a written request to the Office of Academic Affairs 
explaining why the degree should be awarded.  In the case of a graduate student, the written request 
should originate from the office of the student’s academic dean, be routed to the Graduate Dean, and then 
to the Office of Academic Affairs.  Any information about the student’s activities or achievements while 
attending USD should be included in the request. 
 
The Vice President for Academic Affairs and the Dean of Students will review the request and forward it, 
along with a recommendation, to the Faculty Senate. 
 
Upon approval by the Faculty Senate, the request will be forwarded to the President’s office.  The 
President’s office will submit a formal request to the South Dakota Board of Regents. 
 
 
Recognition 
Upon final approval by the Board of Regents, the Office of Academic Affairs will notify the student’s 
dean. 
 
A representative of the student’s college will contact the student’s family to determine whether they wish 
to come to campus for commencement activities.  If not, the college will make arrangements for delivery 
or presentation of the diploma to the family. 
 
Names of all recipients of posthumous degrees will be listed, along with degree and major, in the 
commencement program. 
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Special recognition of these students will be made by the President just prior to the individual recognition 
of all degree candidates present at the ceremony. 
 
Families who choose to attend commencement activities will be provided reserved seating and the 
President will note their presence as he or she recognizes the posthumous degree recipients. 
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