
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TO: Senate  

 

FROM: Morton J. Mendelson, Deputy Provost (Student Life and Learning) 

Chair, Committee on Enrolment and Student Affairs 

 

SUBJECT: The Use of Text-Matching Software at McGill: A Review 

DATE: 14 April 2010 

 

DOCUMENT #: 

 

D09-63 

FOR:  APPROVAL     DISCUSSION    INFORMATION 

 

BACKGROUND: The University’s Policy on Text-matching Software
1
, which was 

approved by Senate on December 1, 2004, and by the Board of 

Governors on December 13, 2004, requires a review of the use of text-

matching software two years after the start of the contract. The software 

selected by McGill was available to all instructors for the 2007-2008 

academic year. 

 

ISSUE: The attached review of the use of text-matching software at McGill is 

presented to Senate in compliance with the requirements of the Policy on 

Text-matching Software.  

 

The Policy has been successfully implemented.  Use of the software has 

been valued, albeit limited. 

 

APPENDIX A. Policy on Text-matching Software
1
  

B. The Use of Text-Matching Software at McGill: A Review 

 

 

                                                           
1
 http://www.mcgill.ca/files/students/Text-Matching-Policy-on-English.pdf 

 

 

MCGILL UNIVERSITY SENATE 

Memorandum 
 

 

http://www.mcgill.ca/files/students/Text-Matching-Policy-on-English.pdf


Appendix B 

 

The Use of Text-Matching Software at McGill: A Review  

 

Background: Following two semesters of pilot testing with Turnitin™, a text-matching software, 

and following assessment of various product offers, McGill chose to negotiate a University-wide site 

license with Turnitin™ in 2006. The software was available to all instructors for the 2007-2008 

academic year. The University Policy on Text-matching Software
2
, which was approved by Senate 

on December 1, 2004, and by the Board of Governors on December 13, 2004, requires a review of 

the use of text-matching software two years after the start of the contract.  

 

At the time this review was undertaken, 30 instructors had attended Turnitin™ training; and 24 

instructors were using the software in 27 different courses. Text-matching software was used in 10-

12 courses in the fall and winter terms and in 2-4 courses in summer session. Class sizes varied from 

17 to 78 students. 

 

Procedure: In 2007, what was then the Committee on Student Affairs’ Subcommittee on Academic 

Integrity developed a survey on the Use of Text-matching Software in Courses. A pilot questionnaire 

was sent to 19 instructors who attended Turnitin™ training.  In 2008-2009, the survey was 

distributed to 11 other instructors and to a sample of 134 students, including five courses where text-

matching software was not used and six courses where it was adopted and announced on the course 

outline.   

 

Information was collected regarding students’ and instructors’ experiences with the use of 

Turnitin™: 

- influence on course selection 

- difference in time spent and depth of discussion about citation and academic integrity 

- alternative ways of attesting to originality 

- sense of trust 

 

In summer 2009, Disciplinary Officers in the faculties were polled regarding the use of the text-

matching software as a means of investigating suspected plagiarism, as allowed under the Policy.  

 

Results: The student response rate was 34%. Thirty-two students who had not used the software in a 

course at McGill participated; all stated that they would not avoid a course because text-matching 

software was being used.  Fourteen students from courses in which Turnitin™ was used answered 

the survey; and 11 of them stated that more time was taken to talk about academic integrity in the 

course, and their own attention to citation increased, relative to the case in other courses. Moreover, 

10 students stated that the depth of the discussion about citations was greater in the course; the issue 

of trust between the student and the instructor was not affected; and they reported taking more time 

to inform themselves about citation expectations than in other courses.  

 

According to the Policy, instructors who use text-matching software in their courses are required to 

provide students two alternative methods for attesting to the authenticity of their work.  The 

alternatives offered by instructors included submission of an annotated bibliography, multiple drafts, 
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or photocopies of sources, an oral examination directed at issues of originality, and/or submission of 

a written report about the process of completing the work. Four student respondents opted for an 

alternative method and they all selected the annotated bibliography.  

 

Instructors who attended text-matching software training, but who did not opt to use the software in 

their course, gave the following reasons: insufficient time to inform the class before the add/drop 

deadline; comparison of equations not possible; change in assessment method to discussion format; 

administration of tests in place of a paper; perception of academic dishonesty associated with use of 

the software; and time to follow the traces to the original article took too long.  

 

Instructors who selected use of the software reported that it provided feedback to students on their 

paraphrasing and writing style; it helped students understand that they have to cite others’ words and 

ideas, even when they are spoken; it helped to identify un-cited sources; it identified peer-to-peer 

copying; and it discouraged copying material without acknowledging that this is what was being 

done.  Instructors stated that they have not changed the amount of time they spend discussing 

academic integrity and citation, but they have increased the depth of discussion about plagiarism or 

copying due to the use of the software in their course.  

 

Seven faculty Disciplinary Officers replied to the survey; of these, four reported submitting portions 

of student work to Turnitin™, for a total of nine uses, either by scanning the work or having 

received an electronic copy. In all other investigations of an allegation of plagiarism, sufficient other 

documentation was provided by the instructor.  Disciplinary Officers had received no concerns from 

instructors in their faculties regarding the use of text-matching software in courses. 

 

Follow-up: In 2009-2010, an additional seven instructors participated in Turnitin™ training. Nine 

instructors used Turnitin™ in the fall and in twelve in winter, representing 22 courses and 1257 

students. 

 

Conclusion: The Policy on the Use of Text-matching Software has been followed as indicated by 

surveyed students, instructors and Disciplinary Officers. Use of text-matching software has been 

valued, albeit limited.  
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