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At first I was rather sceptical about the Plagiarism Detection Service. My view has always been that prevention is better than detection after the event, and that properly designed assessment procedures, while not eliminating the possibility of plagiarism altogether, at least mean that plagiarised work is likely to fail. 
I am in the process of completing a substantial document on the prevention of plagiarism in which I refer to the Service, and I thought it would be a good idea to try it out first. Below are some reflections on my experience.
I have around 60 final-year students taking a long-thin module on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, and they are required to submit three short course essays before the final assessment. I tell them that they are assessed primarily on (a) their analytic ability to extract Kant’s ideas and arguments from the primary text, and (b) their critical ability to apply reasoned argumentation for and against Kant’s ideas. I set questions which make it very difficult for the students to deceive me into believing they have thought through and about the text itself, if they haven’t in fact done so. 
Disclaimer form
Because the students own the copyright of their essays, they have to sign a disclaimer form (supplied by the University) before the Service can be used. I was worried that the procedure would take a lot of time, and that it might create an antagonistic atmosphere between myself and my students. In fact neither worry was realised. I explained that I was conducting an experiment, and that I would be most surprised if anyone got caught (though I did also hint that I would interpret a refusal to sign as an intention to plagiarise). I asked them to sign the form at the introductory seminars, and I had little problem chasing the few absentees. 
Electronic submission
Essays have to be submitted electronically, and they can be downloaded to the Service either by the students themselves, or by the teacher. Since a substantial proportion of my students are quite seriously computer-phobic, I reckoned it would be less trouble to do it myself. I told them they could give me their essays either as an email attachment, or on disk. This turned out to be more of a problem than I had anticipated, since some students failed to attach the essays, or sent them in an unreadable format. Those who were least competent at sending attachments tended to be those who were least likely to check their email regularly, and it took a lot of time to gather in the stragglers. Moreover, most students ignored my instructions as to how to name their files (smithj1.doc for the first essay), and I had to rename innumerable files called Kant_essay.doc, and the such like.
For quality assurance purposes, students were also required to submit a hard-copy version, which was definitive of whether the essay was submitted by the deadline, and in accordance with the regulations on length.

On the plus side, it is much easier to mark essays electronically, using a combination of the comment facility in MS-Word, and an add-in template for general comments on what the student needs to do to improve next time. (As an aside, I don’t give them their mark on the essay, but I tell them to come and see me, and tell me what mark they think I have given them and why, on the basis of my comments. This forces them to read and think about my comments, and I am impressed by how many of them get the mark exactly right.)
Learning how to use the system

The Service is well documented, and very easy to use. I reckon it took me only an hour or two to master. Downloading files is as quick as adding attachments to an email, especially if the filename includes the student’s name, so that you don’t need to enter that separately. In order to access the system, you have to obtain an ID and password from r.l.shaw@adm.leeds.ac.uk. 
The outcome of the experiment
The Service compares essays with a significant proportion of material available on the Web, and with all other essays that have been submitted to it. Within a short time it produces an ‘originality report’, in which strings of words which have been discovered in other documents are colour-coded, and the source is identified by the colour. In many cases it is possible to view the source document and the plagiarised essay side-by-side; but not if the source document is in pdf format, or if it is an essay submitted by someone else (in that case you are given the email address of the person responsible, so that you can request it).
I downloaded nearly 120 essays. Virtually all of them came back as completely clean, apart from the title, direct quotes from Kant, and items in the bibliography, which were common to most essays. Where there are common items such as these, the Service identifies just one random source, rather than listing them all.
In the first batch, there were two instances of unacknowledged borrowings. One was a single sentence, and the other only half a sentence. I think nothing more than a rap over the knuckles is warranted here.
In the second batch, one student had lifted the whole of his essay from the website of an Australian lecturer. Not all of it was marked as plagiarised, because the student had paraphrased some sentences. I don’t yet know how much paraphrasing is necessary to escape detection. Having run a few experiments, I suspect that, if the essay is submitted for the first time, a few changes of wording in every sentence will escape detection, but once the source document is in the system, the sentence will be coloured as plagiarised, but with the changed words left in black. 
I ran the essays through the Service after I had marked them. I’m pleased to note that I had already failed the plagiarised essay on the grounds that it provided no evidence that the student had worked through the text, or had applied his own critical thinking to it. The downside is that the student may emerge with no degree at all — but we shouldn’t award degrees to students who don’t do the work we require of them, and don’t give evidence of the skills we expect.
Conclusion
The Service is good at detecting plagiarism from the net, and collusion between students. However, it won’t find plagiarism from printed sources, nor can it establish whether or not rich students have paid impecunious postgraduates to write their essays for them. On balance, I consider it a useful resource which takes relatively little time to manage, and even if no plagiarism is actually detected, this will probably be because of its deterrent effect. 
Appendix
Below is an example of roughly what an originality report looks like. I created a mock essay by pasting in one paragraph each from four different essays, and I ran it through the system. In the system itself (but not in the present document), clicking on the link ‘Submitted to University of Leeds on 2003-12-16’ will bring up the essay from which the paragraph in the same colour was copied.
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Plagiarism test


Kant claims that space and time are the ways in which we organise our
experience. They are internal features of our consciousness that we
necessarily possess by virtue of our status as sentient beings, and Kant
calls them 'pure intuitions[1]'. They are necessary preconditions for all
experience - we must know them before experience and so it trivially
follows that we have knowledge of them apriori.


It is important to distinguish between concepts and intuitions in order to
understand how knowledge is attained. Crucially, intuitions originate in
sensibility and, since our understanding does not stem from sensibility,
the concepts are known apriori. Simply, all data is picked up through our
senses, has the understanding supplied by the mind to interpret the raw
sense data, resulting in knowledge. In the Transcendental Analytic, Kant
turns his attention to concepts rather than intuitions. His aim within the
two deductions of the categories (transcendental and metaphysical) is to
demonstrate that we "necessarily" have pure apriori concepts. (Seminar
discussion 17/11/03) These two deductions work in the reverse directions -
the metaphysical deduction asks what the categories must be, given they are
based on first principles, and the transcendental deduction the opposite.
Predominantly, beginning from B91, Kant is arguing a way of determining
what the "pure concepts of understanding" are. And given that our
understanding - the single faculty of the mind - is a complete, absolute
unity like that of a science ("a complete body of knowledge" (Seminar
discussion 13/10/03)) we can determine a complete list of the categories.


In the second edition Kant provides separate Metaphysical and
Transcendental expositions of space and time. The Metaphysical exposition
of space attempts to show that the concept is "given a priori" [B38] and
hence, a pure intuition. Of the four arguments Kant gives here [B38-B40]
(1) & (2) would be better placed in his transcendental exposition as they
claim that the form of space is an essential pre-condition for us "to
relate certain sensations to something outside" and "to represent them as
separated or next to one another" [B38]. (3) and (4) are more properly
metaphysical, claiming that space is not a universal and "is represented as
an infinite given quantity" [B39] but neither of these prove anything. The
Transcendental exposition (a kind of argument after the fact) is stronger
as it provides an example of a synthetic a priori science - geometry - that
has its certainty prior to any particular objects given in sensation.

Kant follows similar procedure in his analysis of time, and indeed his
arguments are very similar: (i) Time cannot be a concept drawn from
experience as experience is inherently temporal - the very way we attain
concepts is through successive intuitions, representations and thoughts.

(ii) We cannot annihilate time itself from our conception of the world.

(iii) The nature of time is beyond dispute (is it!?), therefore our
assumptions about it cannot be drawn from experience as this would not
provide grounds for apodictic certainty.

(iv) Because there is only one unified time it must be derived from
intuition, as concepts can be given from many different objects.

(v) As with space, time cannot be conceptual in nature as we do not build
our idea of its endlessness from binding together bits of it, as we would
to produce concepts. Instead we must have a pure intuition of it to begin
with which we delimit to pin-point certain periods.

In addition Kant points out that without the concept of time we cannot make
sense of the idea of change, in particular change within a single object.


-----------------------
[1] CPR p31
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