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A test of 26 plagiarism detection systems has the top scorers www.htw-berlin.de
detecting only 70% of the plagiarism for a grade of C-

~Plagiarists beware - we use software!" Many universities attempt to coerce
their students into compliance with good scientific practice with the use of pla-
giarism detection software. And there are many systems that offer such serv-
ices. They suggest a fast, cheap, and easy way to winnow out the plagiarists
from the honest authors.

Prof. Dr. Debora Weber-Wulff, professor for media and computing at the Univer-
sity of Applied Sciences HTW Berlin has tested plagiarism detection systems in
2004, 2007, and 2008 and has published widely on the topic. In this fourth test
series that was just completed at the end of 2010, 26 systems out of 47 avail-
able systems were closely examined. Particular focus was given to seeing how
well the systems detect a known amount of plagiarism, and how they react
when offered original material.

In 2008 the systems fared slightly better on the test, but in 2010 many have
lost the ability to detect plagiarisms that have been slightly edited — word or-
ders switched, words dropped or added, or synonyms used. The best systems
only reached a grade of C-, not quite reaching 70% of the possible points.

The 2010 test included not only short essays in German, but also ones in Eng-
lish and Japanese. Additionally, a usability metric was calculated that took into
account aspects such as design, language consistency, navigation, print quality
of the reports, and how well the system fits into the workflow of a university. A
new professionalism metric includes giving a real street address and the
name of a contact person; not advertising for paper mills or ghostwriting serv-
ices; answering the phone during normal business hours and not installing mal-
ware on the computer under the guise of installing the detection software.

The systems were categorized as partially useful, barely useful, and useless for
university purposes. The best systems with between 60 and 70% effectiveness
are PlagAware, Turnitin, Ephorus, PlagScan and Urkund.

Our recommendation: Only use these systems when suspicions of plagiarism
arise that cannot be found with 3-5 words in a search machine. The focus
should be on teaching students about plagiarism and how to avoid it instead.

Contact person for further inquiries:
Prof. Dr. Debora Weber-Wulff, HTW Berlin
Email: d.weber-wulff@htw-berlin.de

The complete test data and photo material is available at
http://plagiat.htw-berlin.de/software/2010




