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Working Group to 
Review Practice and Guidance on Plagiarism Detection
Minutes of the meeting held on Friday 4 May 2012.
Present: Brian Jarvis (Chair), Malcolm Barnard, Julie Bouazza-Marouf, Bryan Dawson, Emma Dresser, Chris Dunbobbin (Secretary), Ellie Harrison, Rebecca Higginson, Keith Pond, Ruth Stubbings.
1. 
Membership and Terms of Reference
PAPER 1

The Group noted its Membership and Terms of Reference. 
Part of the impetus for the establishment of the Working Group was a desire to ensure consistency of practice in relation to plagiarism detection. It was noted, however, that any overarching institutional framework needed to be flexible, so that it could be adapted by Schools/Departments to take account of legitimate subject-related variations in local practice. 
2.
School/Department Policies, Practices and Views on Plagiarism 

PAPER 2

The Group considered responses from Schools and Departments on questions relating to their policies and practices on plagiarism detection and the use of Turnitin (TII); definitions of plagiarism and poor scholarship; guidance and support to students on good referencing and the avoidance of plagiarism; and improving systems/procedures for dealing with plagiarism within the University. Responses were considered in the context of the following possible deliverables:

2.1
Institutional guidelines for Schools/Departments on plagiarism detection in a broad sense, and on TII use in particular, allowing for discipline specific differences.

i) E-Submission of Coursework

Some responses referred to a wish for an improved system for electronic submission of coursework, to allow greater use of TII. It was noted in this context that TII had the requisite functionality to support electronic coursework submission in conjunction with LEARN and Moodle 2. The Group considered that e-submission of appropriate coursework assignments was desirable where possible, for a range of reasons including that it facilitated the use of TII. However, it recognised that other issues were involved, and that different Schools/Departments were at different stages on the path towards universal e-submission.
Recommendation: Steps should be taken to ensure that Schools/Departments are aware of TII’s functionality for supporting the

e-submission of coursework, and of broader institutional support in this area. 
ii) TII Similarity Index Thresholds
Some responses referred to using a TII Similarity Index threshold (e.g. 25% for the overall assignment, 5% for an individual match) as a trigger to prompt further investigation of an assignment. The Group felt that the use of such thresholds could be problematic, even a guide, as there was no specific TII Similarity Index to indicate plagiarism, and even assignments with a very low Similarity Index could be plagiarised. 

Recommendation: Schools/Departments should be discouraged from relying on TII Similarity Index thresholds as a sole indicator of plagiarism.
iii) Non-Written Plagiarism

Some responses had noted that TII could not be used for laboratory assessment/practical work, or for drawn, painted, sculpted, animated, fired, performed, sung or machined visual work. TII could also not be used to analyse material submitted in the form of an image (e.g. tables, graphs, and equations/computer code (depending on the markup language used)). However, other electronic tools, such as Google, were available to support academics in detecting non-written plagiarism. 
Recommendation: Ruth Stubbings and Bryan Dawson to arrange for the dissemination of information on tools to help identify non-written plagiarism.
iv) Equity of Employing TII on a Suspicion Basis
A number of Schools/Departments referred to using TII on a suspicion basis – i.e. individual assignments were submitted through TII if one of the examiners suspected plagiarism. This approach raised issues about consistency of treatment, and the Group supported the view that in such circumstances all assignments from the cohort should be submitted through TII (noting that this would normally only be possible where assignments had been submitted electronically in the first instance). This approach recognised that it was not always possible for academic staff to identify cases of plagiarism, particularly in modules covering a broad range of publications.
Recommendation: Where a coursework assessment is submitted electronically, if one or more assignments are submitted through TII on the basis of suspected plagiarism (whether detected by internal or external examiners), the assignments of the rest of the cohort should also be submitted through TII in order to ensure consistency of treatment. 
v) Additional points relating to TII

a) TII was not, as commonly described, “plagiarism-detection software.” Rather its function was to detect matching text. (It was then for the responsible academic to determine whether the matching text was plagiarised). 
Recommendation: Any references to TII as “plagiarism detection software” should be removed from LU materials.
b) TII led the market by some distance (there were no competitor products with comparable-sized database) and was the University’s preferred provider at present. However, it was possible that alternatives would be used in the future. 
Recommendation: TII should not be referred to explicitly in LU materials. The generic term “text matching software” should be used instead.
c) Some online text-matching tools, particularly those available for free, were unreliable. 
Recommendation: Staff and students should be warned about relying on text-matching services (i.e. for students, it will not be a defence against a charge of plagiarism to explain that the work was submitted through a text-matching service).
vi) Jurisdiction (Joint Programmes and Service-Taught Modules)
The existing regulatory framework, under which jurisdiction for the consideration of minor offences lay with the module-owning department could lead to difficulties in cases where students were charged with plagiarism in modules belonging to Schools/Departments other than their own (either as part of joint programmes or service-taught). In such circumstances, the HoD/AD(T) did not always have direct knowledge of the guidance and support provided by the owning department. This could be addressed to some extent by the student-owning and module-owning departments co-operating closely in taking forward the allegation. An alternative, supported by the Group, was to amend Regulation XVIII so that responsibility for considering minor offence cases falls with the student-owning department.
Recommendation: Consideration should be given to amending Regulation XVIII so that the student-owning department is responsible for considering minor offence cases. In this scheme, where plagiarism was alleged in a module belonging to another department, it would be the responsibility of the module-owning department to provide information and evidence in support of the charge.

2.2 

Institutional guidance for Schools/Departments on distinguishing between plagiarism and poor scholarship. 

i) The extent to which intent to obtain an unfair advantage is taken into account.
Responses indicated a divergence between the procedure described in Regulation XVIII, and the practice being followed by Schools/Departments.

Under the terms of Regulation XVIII, academic misconduct was a strict liability offence in that the definition, in paragraph 2, did not refer to whether the student intended to obtain an unfair advantage. Intention was only taken into account at the stage of deciding on the appropriate penalty after a student had been found guilty of an offence. 
However, responses indicated that in practice, intent was being taken into account in distinguishing between plagiarism (i.e. that which is dealt with as an offence of academic misconduct under Regulation XVIII) and poor scholarship (i.e. that which is taken into account as part of the assessment process but which is not treated as academic misconduct). In many Schools/Departments, an informal investigation was conducted, often including an interview with the student concerned, and depending on the findings, including whether the circumstances appeared to indicate that the student had attempted to obtain an unfair advantage, the student was either formally charged with academic misconduct, or the matter was dealt with as poor scholarship.

Recommendation: Consideration should be given to amending Regulation XVIII to:

a) Explicitly incorporate procedures for the initial investigation of plagiarism cases, prior to a formal allegation being made. 
b) State explicitly that following the initial investigation stage, a decision will be reached about whether the case constitutes plagiarism (as opposed to poor scholarship), and as part of this decision, account will be taken of a number of factors, including the extent to which the circumstances appear to indicate that the student intended to obtain an unfair advantage (noting that intent is difficult to prove, but that information such as the amount of improperly referenced material; any attempts at referencing within the work; circumstantial evidence; and the student’s representations, can provide an insight into this question). 
2.3
Institutional guidance for Schools/Departments on providing students with support on good referencing and the avoidance of plagiarism and/or direct institutional support to students.

i) Embedding Referencing / Plagiarism Avoidance Within the Curriculum
Recommendation: Schools/Departments should be encouraged to find ways of embedding guidance and support for good referencing and plagiarism avoidance within the curriculum of all programmes (in partnership with, and making full use of the library and other support services) to ensure that all students were aware of, and fully engaged with the issues involved. This could be done in a number of ways, for example as part of one or more core modules (either subject specific or skills-based), or as part of schemes similar to that run by English and Drama since 2007 (described in minute 5 below.), delivered at an early stage of programmes, before other coursework is set. In relation to joint programmes and programmes incorporating service-taught modules, close communication between the Schools/Departments involved is important, to ensure consistency in the guidance and support given to students.
ii) Student Access to TII Originality Reports

The Group was supportive of TII Originality Reports being shared with students in a developmental context, as part of the embedding of support for good referencing and plagiarism avoidance referred to in 2.3(i) above. (However, it did not support students being permitted to submit their work through TII independently).
Recommendation: TII Originality Reports should be used as a developmental tool in ways such as the following:
a) TII Originality Reports generated from work submitted by students at an early stage of their programme could be discussed as part of feedback meetings with the relevant tutor.
b) Subject-specific, anonymised examples of TII Originality Reports, generated in relation to AM cases, could be used in individual or group tutorial sessions 
iii) International Students
There were specific issues relating to international students and plagiarism, particularly where the culture in students’ previous institutions may have been different in relation to good referencing practice. Support was provided as part of ELSS pre-sessional programmes, but there was a need for this to be reinforced, perhaps with additional central sessions co-ordinated by the library. 
Recommendation: Consideration should be given to providing additional support on good referencing and plagiarism avoidance for new UG and PGT international students.
3.
Institutional Policies on the Use of Turnitin


PAPER 3

The Group noted example institutional policies on the use of Turnitin from the Universities of Cambridge and Sheffield. 
4.
Student Access to Turnitin Originality Reports

PAPER 4

The Group noted a report originating from Royal Holloway, University of London, on an investigation into the use of Turnitin in UK HE institutions, focusing upon student access to the service. (This issue was covered in 2.3(ii) above).
5.
Teaching Information Literacy Skills and Plagiarism Avoidance to Incoming Undergraduate Students

PAPER 5
The Group received a short presentation from Professor Elaine Hobby, Claire Bowditch, Farzana Khandia, and Sharon Reid on a case study of Departmental (English and Drama), Library, and E-Learning collaboration. 
The scheme, first run in 2007 within the Department of English and Drama, was intended to teach and assess information literacy skills and plagiarism avoidance to all new undergraduate students (including direct Part B entrants and Erasmus students). It comprised three 50 minute lectures, delivered by the Head of Department and Academic Librarian, each followed by a 50 minutes lab session with additional tutor support. At the end of the scheme there was an online test, in which students were required to identify properly referenced, as opposed to plagiarised, text. Students could attempt the test as many times as necessary to obtain the required pass mark of 80% (different questions were generated for each attempt, so answers could not be learnt). Students were required to pass the test in order to avoid being awarded zero for their first piece of coursework for a specified compulsory module (to date, all had passed), and feedback from students on the scheme had been good.
Recommendation: The scheme should be considered for dissemination across the institution as an example of good practice, particularly for departments with a high proportion of coursework assessment. To maximise effectiveness, it should be championed by a senior member of academic staff in the relevant School/Department. Schools/Departments will need to invest some effort initially to create a database of subject-specific questions for the online test, but the experience of English and Drama has been that a sizeable database can be built-up relatively quickly, as the same questions can be used year on year, with relatively minor tweaks and updates as required. Professor Hobby and colleagues are willing to provide presentations, and offer some consultative support to Schools/Departments interested in establishing similar schemes.
6.
Date of Next Meeting

The Group agreed that a further meeting should be arranged to consider a draft institutional code of practice on plagiarism detection.
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