
Efficiency in the Online Environment: Digital Tools 
That Streamline the Research Paper Process 

 
Kelly Paynter and Jimmy Barnes 

Jacksonville State University 
 

Abstract 
 

Professors and K-12 teachers across all disciplines share the accountability of imparting information literacy skills, 
particularly those necessary for the research process, to their students. The English department certainly holds a 
large degree of responsibility regarding writing and information discovery, but the importance of these proficiencies 
is reinforced nicely when other departments require similar scholarly end products. In online classes, however, 
professors and teachers may hesitate to assign written papers because of the time required to grade them, the 
possibility of plagiarism, or the feeling that it is simply too difficult to explain the research process to students via a 
distance. Fortunately, digital tools can aid high school teachers, librarians, and college professors in this process. 
 

Introduction 
 

With the proliferation of internet resources, finding and evaluating sources for research has become 
simultaneously easier…and more difficult. The traditional paper-and-pencil method of writing a research paper may 
seem outdated, but its concepts are still critically important for students to master. Educators may be unaware of 
digital tools that help simplify the research paper process for students, and in turn, streamline their own workload. 
While not an exhaustive list, this paper will demonstrate some of the more beneficial features of EasyBib Pro, 
SafeAssign, and GradeAssist. 

 
EasyBib Pro 

 
EasyBib Pro allows students to create color-coded and keyword-tagged digital notecards in lieu of physical 

notecards. Students can then create a digital paper outline and drag and drop the notecards under the corresponding 
section (Figure 1). Citation is easy; students simply copy and paste the URL of a website into EasyBib for auto-
citation (Figure 2), but final verification is up to the student. When deciding if a source is credible, EasyBib ranks 
the 5,000 websites most frequently submitted for citation on factors such as bias, currency, completeness, and author 
credentials (Figure 3). The Analyze feature examines diversity of source types, database usage, number of sources 
for paper length, and website credibility to give an overall quality score to a student’s works cited page (Figure 4).  

With integration with Google Drive and Microsoft OneDrive, and Export function to Microsoft Word, 
along with the ability to generate a properly formatted MLA title page, EasyBib has multiple functions that make 
students’ lives easier. The program also has apps and extensions that integrate with Firefox and Chrome (Rapp, 
2011). Instructors like EasyBib too; by using the Share button, students add teachers directly to their projects, 
making live interaction possible. Groups can also co-edit the same bibliography. Most paid databases (including 
Gale and EBSCO products) have an “Export to EasyBib” button that allows the programs to work together.  

While EasyBib Pro is probably best suited for high school students, it could also have useful applicability 
for college freshmen, particularly those students in remedial or introductory classes. Undergraduate and graduate 
students who are experienced writers will still appreciate the assistance of EasyBib’s free version in formulating 
MLA citations (the APA version costs money). EasyBib Pro can be purchased at www.easybib.com; institution and 
individual subscriptions are available. An alternate free tool that aids students with APA citation is 
www.citationmachine.net, which also scaffolds students on Chicago and Turabian styles.  
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Figure 1: EasyBib's Notebook and Outline Features 

 
 
 
Figure 2: Paste a URL and press "Cite It" to generate a citation 
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Figure 3: EasyBib evaluating the credibility of a website article 
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Figure 4: EasyBib assigning a bibliography score 

 
 

SafeAssign 
 

SafeAssign is plagiarism detection software that is integrated within the learning management system 
Blackboard. Other separate software, such as TurnItIn, performs similar functions. These programs generally charge 
a per-student subscription fee paid for by the institution. Professors can manually submit any assignment, such as a 
discussion board post, to check for originality. Projects such as research papers can be set up as SafeAssignments, in 
which the student bears the responsibility of submitting the paper for examination, not the teacher.  

SafeAssign maintains a database of papers submitted by students across all institutions that use its services. 
This alerts the professor if a student tries to use all or part of a paper already submitted by a third party. Similarly, if 
the student tries to self-plagiarize by using a previously written paper, SafeAssign will flag this attempt. SafeAssign 
also searches the internet and matches suspected passages against web pages (Figure 5).  

SafeAssign has a Draft feature, in which students can preliminarily analyze their papers and see the 
potential plagiarism score. Since SafeAssign highlights any passage suspected of being unoriginal, the student can 
revise the paper before final submission to the professor. After all, some plagiarism is unintentional (TurnItIn, 
2012)—students may not realize what they are doing is wrong—so showing them in detail which passages are 
unacceptable will help them to rework their papers and provide proper citation. While certainly penalties for 
plagiarism are appropriate, providing teachable moments and helping students avoid similar mistakes in the future 
will help them in the long run (Schweigert, 2013). One university found that plagiarism cases constituted 38% of its 
academic misconduct hearings (“Plagiarism Tops,” 2014), so the issue is not a minor one.  
 

289



Figure 5: Sample SafeAssign report 

 
 

GradeAssist 
 

GradeAssist is a Microsoft Word add-in that allows educators to apply detailed pre-populated comments 
specific to APA or MLA format directly in the body of students’ papers. For individual instructors, GradeAssist is 
$99 per license; bulk discounts are available for school- or university-wide purchases. Rather than typing the same 
comments over and over on students’ papers when they make similar mistakes, the instructor can simply select from 
a drop-down menu (Figure 6). The ability to create one’s own custom comments is another appealing feature of 
GradeAssist, but perhaps the best part of the program is that each comment references the page number of the APA 
or MLA manual on which the formatting error can be addressed in greater detail (Figure 7). According to Volk, 
Pappas, Volk, and Warren (2011), “With less time spent grading the mechanics of dozens or hundreds of academic 
papers, educators are freed to focus on the substance of students’ work or to complete other professional tasks” (p. 
224). GradeAssist can be purchased at http://www.educo360.com; institution and individual subscriptions are 
available.  
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Figure 6: GradeAssist (Microsoft Word add-in) with sample comment 

 
 

Figure 7: View in Word after GradeAssist comment is applied 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

Thankfully, the Internet Age has provided professors, teachers, and librarians with digital tools that can 
help to restructure the research paper process. The process of discovery, critical thinking, and synthesizing of 
information has not changed, but the means by which students arrive at the final research paper product can be 
strengthened by using tools such as those discussed herein. As distance technology and Web 2.0 tools continue to 
evolve perhaps even less time can be spent on mechanics and administrative tasks and more time can be devoted to 
those processes that help increase student achievement.  
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