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In this study, postgraduate theses in the fields of pedagogy and preschool education in Austria and Turkey are compared in terms of factors such as similarity index, research designs and quality of academic writing. To achieve this goal, a commonly-used web-based plagiarism detection service was used to determine the similarity indexes of 258 theses prepared in the two countries (124 from Austria, 134 from Turkey) by checking them against existing sources such as articles, theses, and books; and a relational screening model was used to determine the degree of correlation among variables. In addition, the research topics, research designs, and data collection tools employed in each thesis were identified and content analysis was performed on selected theses with an eye to gaining a sense of the methodological approaches used in pedagogy in Austrian and Turkish universities and making comparisons between the two countries. Our results suggest that the mean similarity index between the postgraduate theses in Austria is 8.78 (Std. Dev. 4.91), while the mean similarity index between the postgraduate theses prepared in Turkey is 25.10 (Std. Dev. 9.85). Our analysis indeed indicates that 91% (n 113) of the theses prepared at Austrian universities and only 13% (n 17) of the theses prepared at Turkish universities did not exceed the acceptable similarity index of 15%. The fact that 87% of the theses written in Turkey are dramatically similar to the available resources shows that many of the studies carry potential risks in terms of originality and plagiarism.
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Introduction

Development of early childhood and the formal training of preschool teachers in Austria dates back 1872, when a law regulated this training for the first time (Smidt and Embacher, 2020). Since the 1870s, associations of schoolteachers pressured local school authorities to adopt kindergarten classes into public-school systems and in 1870 the Austrian teachers’ assembly set up a ‘kindergarten’ section (Willekens and Scheiwe, 2018). A reforming impetus after World War I brought about innovative pedagogical approaches and perspectives. Roubiczek developed a concept based on the findings of Montessori model and fused it with ideas in psychoanalysis, influenced by Viennese psychoanalysts such as Anna Freud und Erik Erikson. The first Montessori school (Children’s House) in Vienna in 1921/1922 was established by Maria Montessori based on psychoanalytical pedagogical ideas, in cooperation with Anna Freud who had founded a crèche in the same building (Willekens and Scheiwe, 2018).

Austria’s conservative childcare policy took an interesting turn in 2009, and ever since that date, the final preschool year has been obligatory for all children (Bauer and Mitterer, 2014; Smidt and Embacher, 2020). In Austria, early childhood teachers are trained at Training Institutes for Early Childhood Education (BAfEP), a vocational secondary school and, since 2021, also at teacher training colleges in the higher education program elementary pedagogy (Methlagl et al., 2022).

Nodoubtly, Austria can be viewed as one of the representative of modern economies and societies and places high importance on early education. As has been previously reported in the literature, after a first peak (which was initiated by the Sputnik crisis) especially in the late 1960s and early 1970s, early childhood education plays a crucial role in the educational system in Austria (Koch and Farquhar, 2015; Smidt, 2018). Preschools in Austria are funded by private and public sponsors and have attendance rates of around 93% for children aged 3–5 years old.

Despite being a small country, Austria has 22 state universities, 21 universities of applied sciences, 14 teacher training university colleges and 16 private universities. Compared with the situation in other countries, such as the United States or the United Kingdom, “there is little prestige-based segregation among the state universities in Austria. The Austrian university landscape is therefore marked by low institutional differentiation” (Lessky et al., 2022). It is important to note that Higher education institutions in Austria can be categorized as integrated systems as the academic staff take on tasks in both research and teaching. The professional contexts in higher education institutions in Austria and Germany share many similarities (Hein et al., 2021) and the academics in Austria spend most hours (39% of the working hours) on research-related activities (Kwiek and Antonowicz, 2013).

Unlike Austria, early childhood education (ECE) had been largely side lined in the first decades of the new Turkish Republic (1923), mostly as a consequence of the prioritization of primary education (Bekman, 2005) and is not deeply rooted in the history of Turkish education and tradition. Although there were some institutions providing a kind of education for young children during the Ottoman Empire Period (Ural and Ramazan, 2007; Altun et al., 2011) and although the Ottoman elementary schools were known to be the first ECE schools, the first schools in the modern sense were opened in the early 1910s by the Party of Union and Progress (Toran, 2012). According to Bekman (2005) Turkey does not have standardized widespread system of ECE programs and after the 1990’s ECE began to receive the attention it deserved and a large number of studies and programs have been conducted since then. From the academic year 1991–1992 onwards, departments of early childhood education (or: preschool education) were opened at the faculties of education in some Turkish universities (Oktay, 1999). Over the ensuing years, it was tried to train teachers for the institutions of preschool education with the educational programs opened at higher education level (Kandır and Yazıcı, 2016). It should be pointed out in the context of the training of preschool teachers that graduates from Girls’ Vocational High School and from various education faculties’ two-year pre-license programs could become preschool teachers (Kapci and Guler, 1999). After 1991, in order to become a preschool teacher one had to graduate from the education faculty’s preschool teacher department. Until 1998, each faculty could decide their own program, which caused differences in teacher quality. Only after 1998–1999, all the education faculties have started to apply the same framed curriculum for teacher preparation (Kapci and Guler, 1999).

As a country type, Turkey can be considered a middle-size power broadly defined as a state that is able to exert influence on a regional and, to some degree, global scale (Aydinli and Mathews, 2021). A review of the literature revealed that the history of modern higher education in Turkey goes back to 19th-century trials with some struggles of modernization it takes the form of a modern university mostly after the establishment of the modern and Westernized Turkish Republic in 1923 (Kalkan, 2019). Over approximately the last 15 years, the higher education in Turkey changed from that of a “selective elitist institution to mass higher education” (Cin et al., 2021). It can be concluded that the most dramatic increase in the number of public universities came after 2005. The policy proposed that every province across the country would have at least one public university (Özoǧlu et al., 2016). This massive expansion was probably driven by the opening of “one public university in each city” that did not already have one, which led to the establishment of 41 new public universities between 2006 and 2008 alone. As a consequence of the massive expansion the total number of Turkish universities has reached 208, of which 129 states, 75 are foundation and 4 are foundation vocational schools (Higher Education Information Management System, 2022). The majority of these universities are located in economically vibrant cities and attract students from diverse backgrounds (Cin et al., 2021). It should be underlined that, although the number of faculty members working in higher education institutions has increased continuously over the years, the number of students per academics is still quite high (Gür et al., 2017).



Plagiarism of academic writing

It can be assumed that one of the objective ways to determine the frequency of plagiarism is by using text-matching software, which detects textual similarity between the submitted paper and a large database of scientific books, papers and webpages etc. (Pupovac, 2021). Several studies in the literature have been conducted to compare all (in some cases more than 750,000) papers from a particular bibliographic database against each other to identify similarity indexes and plagiarism (Errami et al., 2008; Sun et al., 2010; Citron and Ginsparg, 2015). Interestingly, Pupovac (2021) states that “No human is able to analyze such a large sample of articles and compare them against such comprehensive databases of relevant scientific literature as is possible with software.” It should be emphasized, however, that text-matching softwares do not identify plagiarism, only textual similarity between papers; therefore, human interpretation of findings is necessary to acquire more trustworthy results (Pupovac, 2021). On the other hand, it should be noted that the studies, using text-matching software to determine the similarity indexes can provide important clues on academic writing quality or possible plagiarism.

The literature review showed that little attention has been paid to the similarity index percentage of master’s and doctoral theses written in preschool education departments in Austria and Turkey, the frequency of possible plagiarism, such as the investigation of methodological approaches of these countries in this field. A review of previous literature revealed that there is a high degree of awareness about plagiarism in Austria. An empirical survey with 543 students which completed a survey representing 15 institutions in Austria demonstrated that students were particularly knowledgeable about what could be done to reduce plagiarism, their suggestions and those from teacher respondents should be studied by those people in Austria that are currently working on policies (Michałowska-Dutkiewicz et al., 2013).

Toprak has carried out a study by using text-matching software on how frequently plagiarism is observed in postgraduate theses in Turkey, to raise awareness of some aspects of plagiarism. The findings of this study suggest that “the Turkish academic writing at the graduate level is alarming and worrisome in relation to quality and ethics of academic writing” (Toprak and Yücel, 2020). In this retrospective study, which examines 600 graduate theses has been found that 34.5% the examined theses include plagiarism and the originality of theses has been found to be 28.7%.



Objectives and questions

Comparative studies arguably have an important place in many disciplines such as educational sciences, politics, anthropology, sociology, history, medicine etc. (de Albuquerque Moreira et al., 2019). Comparative studies are essential in the investigation of the efficacy of drugs or treatment methods. Similarly, assessment methods like PISA may be required to evaluate the performance of the educational systems of different countries.

In this study, postgraduate theses in the fields of pedagogy and preschool education at universities in two OECD countries, Austria and Turkey, were comparatively analyzed using a set of variables. We believe that results informed by a comparative analysis of postgraduate theses prepared in these two countries, which are quite different in terms of their populations and socio-cultural characteristics, will be of interest to researchers from various disciplines, primarily educational sciences.

The objective of this study is to get a sense of the quality of academic writing in Austria and Turkey by comparing the originality and similarity indexes of master’s and doctoral theses produced in the two countries on subjects related to early childhood. In addition, the distribution of the theses based on their research designs as well as the paradigms and perspectives adopted by investigators in early childhood studies in the two countries will be outlined.



Research questions

The following questions were investigated within the scope of the study:

1. What methodological approaches are used in pedagogy at Austrian and Turkish universities? Do the scientific perspectives of the two countries differ from each other?

2. What is the mean similarity index percentage of master’s and doctoral theses written in preschool education departments in Turkey?

3. What is the mean similarity index percentage of master’s and doctoral theses written in the field of pedagogy (for early childhood) in Austria?

4. Do the similarity indexes of postgraduate theses written in preschool education departments in Turkey vary significantly over years?

5. Do the similarity indexes of postgraduate theses written in the field of pedagogy in Austria vary significantly over years?

6. Is there a significant difference between the similarity index percentage of master’s and doctoral theses in preschool education in Turkey and in pedagogy in Austria?

7. Do the similarity indexes of postgraduate theses in preschool education departments in Turkey vary significantly across different universities? If there a variation exists, which three Turkish universities produce the most original theses?

8. Do the similarity indexes of postgraduate theses in pedagogy in Austria vary significantly across different universities? If a variation exists, which three universities produce the most original theses?

9. Do the similarity indexes of master’s and doctoral theses in Turkey vary significantly?

10. Do the similarity indexes of master’s and doctoral theses in Austria vary significantly?



Methods and data collection tools

In this study, a relational screening model and content analysis were used. Relational screening models are research tools aimed at identifying the presence and/or degree of concurrent change between two or more variables (Christensen et al., 2011). In this paper, we compared and evaluated 258 selected master’s and doctoral theses in the field of preschool education in Austria and Turkey using the Turnitin application and by employing statistical analysis techniques.

The web-based service Turnitin, which is used to prevent plagiarism and to detect content that is not original, was used in this study. Established in 1997, Turnitin is a US-based company that specializes in the detection of plagiarism and the creation of similarity reports; its services are used by numerous institutions and organizations (Ireland, Christopher, and English, John, 2011). The Turnitin database has access to over 60 billion websites and more than 600 million student assignments. Academic work uploaded to the Turnitin website is compared to existing materials accessed by this database to produce a similarity index for the uploaded work. Although a high similarity index does not necessarily mean that the uploaded work contains plagiarism, it is recommended that materials with similarity index above 15% should be carefully reviewed. Obviously, an academic work with a similarity index of more than 15% cannot be said to be plagiarized with certainly. Conversely, one cannot claim with certainty that a work with a similarity index below 15% is plagiarism-free. A detailed investigation needs to be carried out to identify the presence of any plagiarism in any academic work. Nevertheless, a similarity index of 15% is a critical level. It is generally assumed that materials with similarity indexes above this level do not fully comply with the rules of academic writing.

The theses selected in this study were classified according to codes and categories prepared by the investigators, and the topics and research designs of the theses and the data collection tools used therein were evaluated through content analysis (Bowen, 2009).



Sampling

Within the scope of the study, 134 postgraduate theses randomly selected from the master’s and doctoral theses written at preschool education departments in Turkey and that were accessible through the National Thesis Center of the Publications and Documentation Department of the Higher Education Council (YÖK, 2019) were reviewed. In Austria, there is no national repository for postgraduate theses; only postgraduate theses that are accessible via university libraries are available. Thus, 124 postgraduate theses selected randomly from the master’s and doctoral theses in the field of pedagogy at universities that grant access were reviewed. The distribution of these theses by country and type of thesis is shown in Figure 1.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Distribution of theses by country.


As seen in Figure 1, 111 of the 134 theses that make up the sample in Turkey are master’s theses and 23 are doctoral theses. In the same manner, 100 of the 124 postgraduate theses that make up the Austrian sample are master’s theses and 24 are doctoral theses.

Figures 2, 3 show, respectively, the distributions of the postgraduate theses comprising the Austrian and Turkish samples by year.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Distribution of master’s theses and PhD dissertations of the Austrian sample by year.
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FIGURE 3
 Distribution of master’s theses and PhD dissertations of the Turkish sample by year.


As seen in Figure 2, in the Austrian sample, the largest number of postgraduate theses (17) were written in 2015 and the smallest number (5) were written in 2008. Also, the largest number of master’s theses (16) were written in 2018, and a higher number of doctoral theses were written in 2014, 2015 and 2017 compared to other years.

In comparison, as seen in Figure 3, in the Turkish sample, the largest number of postgraduate theses (31) were written in 2019 and the smallest number (4) were written in 2014. Notably, the largest number of master’s and doctoral theses were written in 2019.



Data analysis and procedure

The theses included in the scope of the study using simple random sampling were first uploaded to the Turnitin website. Filters were applied in Turnitin settings to exclude the bibliography sections of the theses and matches with less than 5 words from the calculation of similarity indexes. Each reviewed thesis was encoded to protect their confidentiality and deleted from the database after the review was completed. The review process lasted approximately 8 months. Considering that pages such as the thesis cover page and the page with institutional approvals are standard and that every reviewed thesis would exhibit normal similarities to other works, similarity indexes arising from these were not included in the calculation. In the event an article was published in a journal or a conference paper was published in the proceedings of a conference based on a reviewed thesis and if these articles exhibited similarities to the author’s postgraduate thesis, these were not treated as self-plagiarism, and the similarity indexes arising from them were not included in the calculation.

If a reviewed thesis was indexed in university library systems (such as OpenMETU) and/or was published in full or in part on such systems, any similarity indexes arising from these were excluded from the calculation. Similarity indexes arising from direct quotes exceeding three lines, were excluded if the quote was in compliance with scientific research techniques. Overlaps caused by the presence of assessment instruments included in the appendices of numerous postgraduate theses and the resulting similarity indexes were also excluded.

Prior to the analysis of the data, the structure of the data was inspected to determine whether the assumptions related to the analyses to be performed were met. The Kolmogorov–Smirnov test performed to find out whether the entire data for Turkey and Austria and the data for each country exhibited a normal distribution showed that the data set did not exhibit a normal distribution (p = 0.000). However, an analysis of the skewness and kurtosis coefficients and the histograms for the data sets pointed at the potential existence of parallel results. Accordingly, the non-parametric Mann–Whitney U and Kruskal Wallis H tests were employed in the study.

To perform the content analyses, to improve the validity (communicative validity) of the analyses and to prevent potential errors, the investigators formed two separate study groups (Kvale, 1995). The first group comprised researchers who completed their doctoral studies in German-speaking countries; the second group consisted of researchers with a doctorate whose native language is Turkish. During “Content Analysis Seminar Meetings,” held once every 2 weeks, the researchers evaluated the theses both individually and collectively in line with the codes and categories that were created earlier.



Findings


Findings related to research question 1

We found that 94% or 116 of the 124 postgraduate theses written in Austria were qualitative-design studies. These theses employed a broad spectrum of qualitative research designs and data collection tools, ranging from observations according to Tavistock model (Datler et al., 2014), videography, video analysis (Reichertz and Englert, 2011), problem-centered interviews, narration interviews, content analysis, ethnography (Hammersley, 1992), Hermeneutics (Bereswill et al., 2010), Grounded Theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1998), biographical methods, and single and multiple case studies (George and Bennett, 2005).

In comparison, 54% or 73 of the postgraduate theses written in Turkey used quantitative, 33% (n = 44) used qualitative, and 13% (n = 7) used mixed research methods such as that shown in Figure 4. Most of the quantitative studies were based on the use of relational screening, surveys, or assessment instruments, and some consisted of semi-experimental studies.

[image: Figure 4]

FIGURE 4
 Distribution of master’s and PhD theses from Austria and Turkey by research design.


We found that 25% (n = 31) of the 124 postgraduate theses written in Austria were child-focused studies. Qualitative video analyses of kindergarten and preschool children, child observations and face-to-face interviews were dominant among these studies.1 Pictures drawn by children were analyzed in a small number of the theses. Further, 33% of the postgraduate theses in the Austrian sample were found to be adult-centered studies. These studies were mostly carried out using qualitative data collection methods with parents, mothers, fathers, preschool teachers, child therapists and school administrators. The remaining 42% of the postgraduate theses written in Austria were found to comprise other research topics. This group included theses focused on topics such as bilingualism, language acquisition, and institutions such as children’s museums, kindergartens, and nurseries as well as various documents, learning theories, learning plans and methods. In addition, a broad spectrum of studies on topics ranging from screen based media and video games to computer games, tablets and children’s books were noted.

Most of the quantitative and qualitative studies conducted in Turkey were found to be aimed at preschool teachers, prospective preschool teachers or parents. Virtually none of the theses reviewed involved single-or multi-subject in-depth research about preschool children or was based on video analysis or ethnographic and psychoanalytic observations. We found that 49% of the postgraduate theses written in Turkey were adult-oriented studies that predominantly examined the views and attitudes of preschool teachers, university students who plan to be teachers and parents on various subjects.2 In studies where the pre-test/final-test model with experiments and control groups was used, mainly Family Information Forms, Teacher Behavioral Checklists, Family Behavioral Checklists and a variety of surveys and assessment instruments were used as data collection tools. Figure 5 shows the distribution of research topics among the two countries.

[image: Figure 5]

FIGURE 5
 Distribution of research topics by country.


The child-focused theses in Turkey were found to be dominated by a research approach (or tradition) where the use of quantitative data collection tools is more common. Some of the research topics were discussed with the help of mostly outdated assessment instruments such as The Denver Developmental Screening Test (Frankenburg and Dodds, 1967), Preschool Behavior Questionnaire (Behar, 1977), Denham’s Affect Knowledge Test (Denham, 1986), Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (Dunn and Dunn, 1965). Additionally, 15% of the postgraduate theses written in Turkey were found to comprise other research topics, such as children’s books, stories, language development, stage plays, educational programs and the physical structure of institutions such as kindergartens.



Findings related to research questions 2 and 3

The mean and standard deviation values of similarity indexes of master’s and doctoral theses written at the preschool education departments in Turkey are presented in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics for master’s and doctoral theses in Turkey.
[image: Table1]

As seen in Table 1, the mean similarity indexes of master’s theses written in Turkey was 26.63 with a standard deviation of 9.83; and the mean similarity index of doctoral theses was 17.74 with a standard deviation of 5.98. The mean similarity index of all postgraduate theses in Turkey was 25.10 with a standard deviation of 9.85 as shown in the Figure 6.

[image: Figure 6]

FIGURE 6
 Average similarity indexes of Austria and Turkey.


The mean and standard deviation values of similarity indexes master’s and doctoral theses written in Austria in the field of pedagogy (early childhood), are presented in Table 2.



TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics for master’s and doctoral theses in Austria.
[image: Table2]

As seen in Table 2, the mean similarity index of master’s theses written in Austria was 8.55 with a standard deviation of 4.82. Similarly, the mean similarity index of doctoral theses was 9.75 with a standard deviation of 5.28. The mean similarity index of all postgraduate theses in Austria was 8.78 with a standard deviation of 4.91. We found that 91% (n = 113) of the theses from Austria did not exceed the 15 percent similarity index which we considered as an acceptable overall percentage, and only 9% (n = 11) exceeded the critical level. In comparison, only 13% (n = 17) of the theses written in Turkey fell below the critical level while 87% (n = 117) were found to exceed the acceptable overall percentage such as that shown in Figure 7.

[image: Figure 7]

FIGURE 7
 Similarity Indexes of Turkey and Austria.


The mean similarity indexes for postgraduate theses written in the field of preschool education at Turkish universities was found to be 25.10 (std. dev. 9.85). In comparison, the mean similarity indexes for postgraduate theses prepared at Austrian universities was found to be 8.78 (std. dev. 4.91). Our analysis shows that the similarity indexes of most of the theses written in Turkey exceeded the acceptable overall percentage (%15) and some of exceeded the 60% level. In contrast, this finding does not apply to the Austrian sample. The comparative representation in Figure 8 reveals that the similarity indexes of the two countries differ dramatically from each other and shows the extent to which the critical level is breached.

[image: Figure 8]

FIGURE 8
 A comparison between similarity indexes of Turkey and Austria.




Findings related to research question 4

The Kruskal Wallis H-Test was employed to determine whether the similarity indexes of postgraduate theses (master’s and doctoral) written in the field of preschool education in Turkey varied significantly over the years. The results obtained are presented in Table 3.



TABLE 3 H-Test results of similarity indexes of postgraduate theses in Turkey grouped by year.
[image: Table3]

From the analysis results shown in Table 3 we can conclude that there was no significant difference between the mean ranks of the groups [H(10) = 8.222, p = 0.607].



Findings related to research question 5

The Kruskal Wallis H-Test was employed to determine whether the similarity indexes of the postgraduate theses (master’s and doctoral) written in the field of pedagogy in Austria varied significantly over the years. The results obtained are presented in Table 4.



TABLE 4 H-Test results of similarity indexes of postgraduate theses in Austria grouped by year.
[image: Table4]

We can see from the analysis results shown in Table 4 that there was no significant difference between the mean ranks of the groups [H(10) = 10.838, p = 0.370].



Findings related to research question 6

The Mann Whitney U-Test was employed to determine whether the similarity indexes of the postgraduate theses (master’s and doctorate) written in the field of preschool education in Turkey and in the field of pedagogy in Austria differed from each other significantly. The results obtained are presented in Table 5.



TABLE 5 U-Test results of similarity indexes of postgraduate theses based grouped by country.
[image: Table5]

The analysis results shown in Table 5 suggest that there was a significant difference between the mean ranks of the groups (U = 817.500, p = 0.000). Specifically, the mean rank of the similarity indexes of postgraduate theses written in Turkey (185.40) was substantially higher than the mean rank of the similarity indexes of postgraduate theses written in Austria (69.09).

The Mann Whitney U-Test was also used to test whether the similarity indexes of master’s and doctoral theses included in the data set differed significantly for each set across the countries. The analysis results obtained are presented in Table 6.



TABLE 6 U-Test results of similarity indexes of master’s and doctoral theses grouped by country.
[image: Table6]

We can observe in the analysis results shown in Table 6 that there was a significant difference between the mean ranks of the groups (countries; U = 395.000, p = 0.000). Specifically, the mean rank of the similarity indexes of master’s theses written in Turkey (152.44) was substantially higher than the mean rank of the similarity indexes of master’s theses written in Austria (54.45).

In the same manner, the analysis of the doctoral theses indicates a significant difference between the mean ranks of the groups (U = 65.500, p = 0.000). Specifically, the mean rank of the similarity indexes of doctoral theses written in Turkey (33.15) was substantially higher than the mean rank of the similarity indexes of doctoral theses written in Austria (15.23).



Findings related to research question 7

The Kruskal Wallis H-Test was employed to determine whether the similarity indexes of the postgraduate theses written in the field of preschool education in Turkey varied significantly over institutions. The results obtained are presented in Table 7.



TABLE 7 H-Test results of similarity indexes of postgraduate theses in Turkey grouped by institution.
[image: Table7]

The analysis results shown in Table 7 suggest that there was a significant difference between the mean ranks of the groups [H(4) = 21.922, p = 0.000]. In terms of the mean ranks of the groups, the Middle East Technical University had the lowest similarity index (or produced more original postgraduate theses); it was followed by *blinded University, *blinded University, *blinded University and *blinded University.

A non-parametric multiple comparison test was performed after the Kruskal Wallis test to find out the groups between which the significant variation observed under the variable institution was most dominant. The result of this test showed that differences between the similarity indexes of postgraduate theses written at *blinded University and *blinded University and those written at *blinded University and *blinded University were statistically significant. Stated differently, we found that the similarity indexes of postgraduate theses written at *blinded University and *blinded University (92.78 and 93.64, respectively) were substantially higher than the similarity index of postgraduate theses written at the *blinded University (51.53).



Findings related to research question 8

The Kruskal Wallis H-Test was employed to determine whether the similarity indexes of the postgraduate theses written in the field of pedagogy in Austria varied significantly over institutions. The results obtained are presented in Table 8.



TABLE 8 H-Test results of similarity indexes of postgraduate theses in Austria grouped by institution.
[image: Table8]

We can see from the analysis results shown in Table 8 that there was no significant difference between the mean ranks of the groups [H(4) = 7.574, p = 0.108].



Findings related to research question 9

The Mann Whitney U-Test was used to determine whether the similarity index of master’s and doctoral theses written in Turkey differed from each other significantly. The results obtained are presented in Table 9.



TABLE 9 U-Test results of similarity indexes of postgraduate theses in Turkey grouped by thesis type.
[image: Table9]

We can observe from the analysis results shown in Table 9 that there was a significant difference between the mean ranks of the groups (U = 524.500, p = 0.000). Within this framework, in terms of mean ranks, the similarity indexes of master’s theses written in Turkey (74.27) are higher than the similarity indexes of the doctoral theses (34.80) from the same country.



Findings related to research question 10

The Mann Whitney U-Test was used to determine whether the similarity indexes of master’s and doctoral theses written in Austria differed from each other significantly. The results obtained are presented in Table 10.



TABLE 10 U-Test results of similarity indexes of postgraduate theses in Austria grouped by thesis type.
[image: Table10]

The analysis results shown in Table 10 suggest that there was no significant difference between the mean ranks of the groups (U = 1017.500, p = 0.247).




Discussion

In this study, the mean similarity index percentages for master’s and doctoral theses written in the field of preschool education in Turkey was calculated as 26.63 and 17.74, respectively. The mean similarity index for all postgraduate theses in Turkey was found to be 25.10 with a standard deviation of 9.85. These values are similar to the findings of the study conducted by Toprak (2017), which reviewed 600 postgraduate theses in the field of educational sciences in Turkey between 2007 and 2015 (although it shows a difference of 3.6%). Specifically, the Toprak study calculated a mean similarity index of 28.7 for postgraduate theses written in the field of educational sciences in Turkey. Toprak underscores that this similarity index points to the presence of a significant originality problem in reviewed theses and that, by the same token, these theses are studies that repeat each other in both theoretical and methodological dimensions. The same article points out that students have difficulty in writing original academic texts and that their works cannot go beyond repeating each other most of the time (Toprak, 2017). Similarly, Şen (2013) states that postgraduate theses in Turkey are not sufficiently original and that plagiarism is a steadily growing problem.

Several lines of evidence suggest that student cheating in general, and plagiarism in particular, are becoming more frequent and more widespread (Walker, 1998; Scanlon, 2003; Ballor, 2014; Ison, 2015; Tran et al., 2018; Laurent, 2020). Such impressive evidence comes from many countries, including the United States, the United Kingdom, Southern Africa, Finland, Canada and Vietnam “embracing both undergraduate and postgraduate students and including public and private higher institutions of education, large and small” (Park, 2003). A study conducted in Turkey with a study group of 308 prospective teachers reported that 91.5% of the participants engaged in plagiarism in their academic work (Avaroğulları and Ata, 2013). Another study conducted at one of the leading universities in Turkey reported that the students were not adequately informed about plagiarism and that they needed support in their academic writing (Köse and Arıkan, 2011).

Our findings show that doctoral theses written at Turkish universities have similarity indexes lower than those of master’s theses (U = 524.500, p = 0.000) at the same institutions. This may mean that more care is taken in doctoral studies to ensure originality (as compared to master’s studies). We also observed that, among the Turkish universities included in our sample, theses prepared at *blinded University, *blinded University, *blinded University, *blinded University and *blinded University have the lowest similarity indexes.

In the case of Austria, we find that postgraduate theses written in the field of pedagogy are quite original, the authors follow the rules of academic writing, and the similarity of the theses to existing works is low. The mean similarity indexes of master’s theses and doctoral theses in the field of pedagogy in Austria were calculated as 8.55 and 9.75, respectively. Our findings also indicate that the similarity indexes of theses written at different Austrian universities did not differ significantly from each other [H(4) = 7.574, p = 0.108]. Similarly, no significant differences were found between the similarity indexes of the doctoral and master’s theses written in Austria (U = 1017.500, p = 0.247). Based on these findings, one may conclude that Austrian universities maintain a certain standard in terms of quality of academic writing and that they do not differ from each other significantly.

We also observe that there is a very large difference between the similarity indexes of postgraduate theses written in Turkey and Austria. These results are consistent with the findings of intracultural studies which conclude that students from Turkey have a higher tendency to plagiarize compared to European students (Kayaoğlu et al., 2016). We found that the similarity indexes of only a small number of studies conducted in Turkey are below 15%, which we consider as the critical threshold. In contrast, the number of theses with similarity indexes that exceed this critical threshold is considerably low in Austria. The fact that similarity indexes of postgraduate theses written in Turkey are significantly higher than those of postgraduate theses written in Austria may mean that these two countries differ from each other in terms of originality and quality of academic writing in early childhood studies. Apart from these, it is noteworthy but also thought-provoking that 94% of the studies conducted in Austria employ qualitative research designs while only 33% of the studies conducted in Turkey are qualitative in nature.



Conclusion

The aim of this study, based on the comparative investigation of postgraduate theses written in two countries in the field of pedagogy, was to attempt to give faculty, administrators, researchers, and decision-makers in the field of education policy a sense of questions about originality of academic research and quality of academic writing. Our findings suggest that 87% of the theses written in Turkey are dramatically similar to the available resources and many of the studies carry potential risks in terms of originality and plagiarism. The study results show that the majority of the theses prepared at Austrian universities (91%) have an acceptable similarity index. Our qualitative results suggest also that the 94% of the studies conducted in Austria are comprised of studies with a qualitative design and only 33% of the studies conducted in Turkey are comprised of qualitative studies. While observations according to Tavistock model, videography, video analysis, problem-centered interviews, narration interviews, content analysis, ethnography, Hermeneutics, Grounded Theory, biographical methods, and case studies were found to be widely used in studies conducted in Austria, most of the studies conducted in Turkey did not directly focus on children and instead addressed preschool teachers, prospective preschool teachers or parents. When we look at the general picture of the field of pedagogy in Turkey, we see that single-subject in-depth studies based on direct video analyses of preschool children or ethnographic and psychoanalytic observations are not are not as common as in Austria. This may be interpreted as the two countries having different paradigms and perspectives with respect to early childhood studies. We must also underscore that much of the research conducted in this field in Turkey is based on relational screening, surveys, or assessment instruments and that it consists of studies that are very similar to each other. These may all be signs of a need for a paradigm change in the area of pedagogy in Turkey.

On the one hand, it is necessary to emphasize that the present study revealed a number of interesting findings and insights in terms of originality, plagiarism, and different methodological approaches in the field of early childhood education in Austria and Turkey, and on the other hand, it must be pointed out that the intention in this article was not to conduct an analysis of the causes associated with academic plagiarism and diversity of scientific perspectives. It should be emphasized that future studies that explicitly use a triangulation framework based on surveys, interviews, text analysis, or other forms of data that are reflective of master and doctorate students’ practice and engagement should focus on the possible set of reasons for plagiarism. We suggest that ultimately, further qualitative studies can provide more considerable information and an accurate understanding on the growing literature on plagiarism in higher education, especially in developing countries, and the ways in which its incidence can be reduced.

The results from a qualitative study in Australia (Devlin and Gray, 2007) indicate a wide range of possible reasons for plagiarism, including: student’s understanding of plagiarism, poor academic skills, teaching and learning factors etc. The findings in the present study could indicate the need for further “plagiarism education” in research methodology courses in Turkish universities’ graduate curriculums. The integration of a plagiarism education into a research methodology course or a course on writing quality and academic ethics into institutions’ graduate curricula could be recommended to improve writing quality and increase the students’ academic awareness about what plagiarism includes (Eret and Gokmenoglu, 2010).

Furthermore, additional studies can be conducted to compare different countries (for example, to cover all OECD countries) across various disciplines and more comprehensive information can be obtained about the world of academic writing. Studies with larger samples with data from many countries and the publication of results in a manner similar to PISA reports will allow countries to have a sense of their level of academic originality and, more generally, contribute to academic progress and transformation to some extent.
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Footnotes

1Ethnographic and psychoanalytical studies conducted directly with preschool children based on observation and videography techniques at the Educational Sciences Institutes of the University of *blinded and University of *blinded are particularly noteworthy.

2For example, “The Perceptions of Early Childhood Teachers towards Young Gifted Children” or “The Perceptions of Early Childhood Teachers towards Physical Design for Classroom Management” or “Review of Levels of Knowledge on Nutrition and Behaviors of Teachers” etc.
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