From: Paul Zelhart 
Sent: Monday, February 06, 2006 10:51 AM
To: Joyce Scott; Mary Hendrix
Subject: Plagiarism Detection Tools
This was written at my request by one of my doctoral students.  We compared papers written by students in a psychology class and an article published in a major psychology journal that we found had been plagiarized by a Korean “scholar” from an earlier American author.  In our experience TurnItIn is more user friendly.  If students and faculty are going to use such a device it must be easy to use.  MyDropBox is not user friendly.  Prices for both are about the same.  We have discussed the intellectual property concerns about TurnItIn.  It is the more popular device; it also has faster return time.  I would go with TurnItIn.  

A Brief Comparison of MyDropBox and TurnItIn

            Plagiarism and breaches of academic honesty have traditionally represented areas of significant concern on college campuses and professional publishing. With the advent of computerized databases and internet resources, these concerns have intensified considerably. It has been proposed that this access has exaggerated tendencies to purloin materials (Laird, 2001; Szabo & Underwood, 2004), and that this ease, when combined with a progressively more casual ethical attitude, has created a higher incidence rate of violations of this nature (Bennett, 2005; Szabo & Underwood, 2004). The rapid advances in technology, however, have the potential to act in the interest of both sides of this academic issue. Thus, it is within the current climate of an increasing awareness of ethical deficits related to academic integrity, combined with previously unknown technological capacities, that the ability to detect accurately the theft of intellectual property has become both desirable and possible.

Plagiarism Detectors

            Two companies enjoying a considerable share in the new market of plagiarism detection are MyDropBox® and TurnItIn®. Both programs purport to provide state-of-the-art abilities in tracking and matching sources, affording subscribers detailed reports on each assignment submitted through their respective websites. Both also offer ancillary services attractive to the academic professional, such as online grading, recordkeeping and report generators. 

MyDropBox and TurnItIn each allow an instructor or student to upload papers in a folder designated for a course or even more specifically for a particular assignment. The course pages permit instructors to view assignments in order received, with an overview line that includes a summary statistic related to the percentage of the paper that contains plagiarized content. Both systems color code the percentage, with blues and greens indicating a higher degree of original content and yellow and red hues indicating a low degree of originality. For example, in TurnItIn, blue and green signify 24% or less content that is not original, while orange and red denote 50-100% of the content matches text from another source.

In addition, each system additionally supplies a list of “suspected sources” used in the submission. TurnItIn not only lists these, but also shows the percentage of matching content source by source. Each source is rendered in an individual color in the list, and then that color is used in the body of the submission report to depict visually the matching content.

Ease of Use

            Both systems essentially provide a fairly easy interface, with an instructor code necessary to set up pages for particular courses. Papers are submitted in a similar manner via an upload feature consonant with many online applications. The upload feature demonstrated inconsistencies during this comparison, as .pdf files were shown on the MyDropBox page as a possible material source, but the program did not function when using this platform. No such difficulties were encountered with TurnItIn.  In addition, the run time for the programs varied considerably, with TurnItIn generally offering complete reports in much more rapidly than MyDropBox.

            

Accuracy of Reporting

TurnItIn emphasizes in the user’s guide that the Originality Reports are not official plagiarism assessments, but are instead “simply tools to help you find sources that contain text similar to submitted papers” (p.18). This shortcoming becomes obvious when running reports beyond the need of assessing originality of student work. For example, the impetus for this comparison is a paper by Eunju Lee (2005) that contains a significant degree of non-original content that matches an earlier paper by Senecal, Koestner and Vallerand (1995). When the Lee publication was run through TurnItIn, it only matched itself. The Senecal publication was not listed as a possible source. Indeed, when portions of the Senecal paper were later processed through the software, they showed as a match to Lee’s paper. Thus, the ability to track student transgressions may be fairly robust, but elucidating professional malfeasance may be more problematic and complicated by limitations of database access and temporal issues of submission.  

            In addition to the above comparison, four sample papers were run through the programs, each of which was a brief piece on a person influential in the field of psychology. Biographical sketches of Adler, Darwin, Maslow and Erikson were included. In general, both detectors were able to identify accurately passages that contained content matching material that had either been previously submitted to the program or that was located in databases accessible by the programs’ search engines. Each of the programs provided a list of sources that match content in the submission. One attractive feature in TurnItIn is the ability to qualify references and quotes in the matching content analysis. When selecting this function, the Originality Report does not compute the sources in the percentage of matching content. 

One of the primary discontinuities encountered concerned the origin of matching material. The source lists in MyDropBox tended to be longer than those for TurnItIn, in part because MyDropBox listed both first and second generation sources, i.e., when one online paper plagiarized another, the program vacillated between the sources. Thus, plagiarized content may match one source exactly, but the division of content as depicted in the report will be shared among multiple sources. There are both positive and negative aspects to this approach. Changing between color-coded sources is somewhat distracting, and also gives the impression that multiple sources were used, perhaps giving the plagiarist more credit for motivation than warranted. Viewed positively, this provides the instructor with a wider range of source possibilities and potentially enhances overall awareness of sources in the field.  

For the above reason and also because of the inclusion of citations, the matching percentage on MyDropBox was higher than the similarity index of TurnItIn in each of the paired comparisons. As shown in Table 1 below, the similarity indices were close, but not identical, in each instance. There was no comparison report for MyDropBox for the Adler paper, but from the remaining three papers, MyDropBox reported a higher percentage of non-original content, with an index in the case of the Maslow paper showing 44 percent and 50 percent for TurnItIn and MyDropBox respectively. The Erikson paper returned a percentage of 24 in MyDropBox and 19 in TurnItIn, while MyDropBox indicated a match of 100 percent compared to TurnItIn’s 98 percent non-original content measure. 


            On rather consequential concern with the programs was the dearth of professional resources cited in the matching sources listings. With the exception of the Eunju Lee article, each of the papers submitted matched online sources available through the World Wide Web, rather than professional limited-access databases. Neither program provided a comprehensive listing that was readily available of the databases to which they had access. Thus, the range of search is almost certainly compromised. 

            With some degree of divergence in reporting and easy of use, TurnItIn and MyDropBox are essentially equivalent programs in terms of functionality. They are also similar in shortcomings, and this is the primary admonition related to their use. While both programs offer a considerable advantage to the academic professional, it is clear that a number of limitations compromise their utility, and as such, caution is advisable in the interpretation of results as it is with almost any instructional measure. A misleading assumption of the program is that matching content is plagiarism. Although in fairness the programs warn against this, they are in fact marketed as plagiarism detectors. Thus, in some rare circumstances, the fact that the programs only consider submission date and not publication date my lead an unwary user to ill-conceived conclusions. Also, it is clear that these search engines rely overwhelmingly on web sources, and as such, offer only quantitative advantage to an instructor who is easily able to “google” selected passages.
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