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The JISC Plagiarism Detection Service (PDS)

During the past year the ACAISS committee have been monitoring use of this new service in several universities running pilot projects. Access to the service is free to all JISC funded FE and HE institutions, until summer 2005, after which a sliding scale of charges will be introduced. Institutions need to complete an online registration form, which includes a legal agreement. For verification purposes, this needs to come from an “ac.uk” email address. 

The PDS  is an online service which enables staff to carry out electronic comparisons of students’ work against a variety of electronic resources including a database of previously submitted material i.e. other students essays and assignments from their own cohort or from other institutions; essays on internet ‘cheat sites’; texts stored electronically and available on the web as open sources; copyright free material from the Gutenberg project; and a growing number of restricted sources such as online journals. 

The JISC is investigating the possibility of adding JISC funded content to the service. In addition, iParadigms, the software developers, are in negotiation with publishers such as Lexis Nexis, and Thomsons, for access to their content, and the JISC hopes to make announcements on the results of their discussions in the near future. 

 There is an excellent demonstration of the Service on the JISC Plagiarism Detection Service site at

http://online.northumbria.ac.uk/faculties/art/information_studies/Imri/Jiscpas/site/detect.asp
The Service is operated from the University of Northumbria, which also hosts the JISC’s Plagiarism Advisory Service- 

http://online.northumbria.ac.uk/faculties/art/information_studies/Imri/Jiscpas/site/Jiscpas.asp
The Plagiarism Advisory Service covers many aspects of plagiarism including generic advice, educational tools for students, a portal to external online resources, guidance on copyright and data protection, and a link to the PDS together with training on its use.  

Permissions.

Following a recent JISC legal review, institutions are advised that it is no longer mandatory for them to obtain consent from students for their work to be uploaded to the PDS in order to ensure compliance with the Data Protection Act. However, it is still considered to be good practice to obtain written consent from students before their work is submitted to the service. Administrators and tutors will still be required to sign the relevant consent forms. Originally, administration load in this area was cited by many institutions as one initial reason why they did not pilot the PDS. The PDA service is currently formulating more detailed guidance on permissions.

Submission of students’ work.

This can be achieved in two main ways. Assignments may be uploaded by email to the service by either academic or technical staff following submission to them by the students, or, students can submit work themselves. The former has been more popular with the pilot projects, partly because of training issues, which still need to be addressed with staff, but also because the reports would need to be submitted to academic staff together with the work for assessment. Additionally tutors have the option of only submitting work that they feel is suspicious. One pilot reported that this could be unfair practice, but that, in fact, it only replicated existing processes where assignments which strike tutors as suspicious are checked more thoroughly.

In the pilots, work has been submitted mostly by email, and in some cases, by floppy disk or CD ROM.  The first method can be problematic due to over-full inboxes, while the latter two methods obviously carry a risk of virus contamination. These and other issues, such as removal of confidentiality, are aspects which institutions will need to address especially when the pilot projects are upscaled. There are also issues surrounding technical set up, for either technical staff or tutors, but these can be overcome by training, and the reporting pilots have experienced no major difficulties.

The results

The end product of the process is a report which shows similarity between texts, using percentages and a colour coded chart. This works even when the source has been substantially paraphrased, making it much more powerful than, for example, Google. 

Unless the source is data protected, as a student essay from another university would be, the report will show the source text, highlighting areas of overlap on both texts. The service works for digital texts in any language. The judgement of plagiarism or collusion remains with the tutor, since a report on a correctly referenced text that contains quotations from electronic sources will show up as having high levels of similarity. This approach fits in well with known institutional guidance on plagiarism, and with comparing the work of students within a cohort. It also highlights if there are other problems, for example, with referencing or poor research skills.

Another aspect of the service worth stressing is that it can be used as a teaching tool and a warning tool as well as a detection tool. Users of the service have indicated in their literature and in their awareness raising activities that detection is a less attractive option than designing out opportunities for plagiarism, and teaching students the necessary study skills.

The report results remain confidential in the pilot institutions in order to alleviate concerns regarding possible consequences if the PDS were to indicate that plagiarism on a particular course was a more frequent occurrence than previously suspected.

Timescales

These have been reported by one pilot project. 

For a cohort upload of 12 assignments of approximately 2000 words each, the first report arrived within 5 minutes, and the final report was produced within 20 minutes.

A report on a thesis of 60,000 words was produced within 30 minutes.

Training

Details of training courses for the PDS can be found on the PDS website under the EVENTS section. Some of the pilots have held internal staff awareness and training events such as internal teaching and learning conferences.

The JISC main Plagiarism Advisory Service and the PDS produce excellent introductory booklets, which can be obtained free, and in bulk. In February 2005, the JISC published a briefing paper “Deterring, Detecting and Dealing with Student Plagiarism” http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=pub_plagiarism 

Other Tools for electronic detection.

There are other useful electronic tools for detecting plagiarism. Use of these will depend on whether an individual student’s work is being screened reactively, or whether all, or a sample of, a cohort’s work is being screened. Search engines such as Google, or even searching several search engines together by using a meta-search tool such as Mamma, can be used to check individual cases. http://www.mamma.com . If the major concern is about students copying from each other rather than from an outside source, tools such as CopyCatch, which is free, would be appropriate. Yet more tools are available for more specific needs eg. for verifying authorship via style of writing- The Gatt Plagiarism Screening Programme http://www.plagiarism.com/INDEX.HTM  or for detecting plagiarism in computing source code-a review cites two commercially available packages, JPlag and MOSS, as being effective  but not widely used detection tools.
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