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Plagiarism:
hazardous to your academic success
By Roberl qumberg, Athabasca University

plagiarism “... take and use (the
thoughts, writings, inventions,
etc. of another person) as one's
own...” Barber, K., editor. 1998.
The Canadian Oxford Dictio-
nary. Toronto: Oxford Univer-
sity Press. )

The strangest case of plagia-
rism, which I have ever encoun-
tered, occurred when I was in-
structing a field workshop in
ecology. Students had to prop-
erly collect, preserve, identify
and describe certain kinds or-
ganisms (e.g. producers, herbi-
vores, carnivores). One student

presented a damselfly, which -

was dried and mounted on an
insect pin — a specimen that I
had collected years previously
from another location. The stu-
dent had removed my identifi-
cation labels and added his own.
To him, all insects looked the
same and he didn’t think that [

could remember.and identify in-

dividual specimens from hun-
dreds on display.

Other plagiarism cases that I
have encountered were more
mundane (e.g: copying from as- -
signed textbooks, copying from
related textbooks, using ency-
clopedia and Internet sources)
but equally disturbing because
of the persons involved. Ex-
amplcs include:

a third-year biology stu-
dent from the University of
Calgary,
a third-year education stu-
dent from University of
- Alberta,
a fourth-year biology stu-
dent from Carleton Univer-
sity,
a schoolteacher who had
been teaching for more than
15 years.
‘Why do students plagiarize?
The kinds of excuses that I have
come across are summanzed
below.
Ignorance:: 1 didn ¥ know thal

copying was.wrong. .

properly. ..

am a.recent immigrant.to

Canada and do not know about

plagiarism.
Bad time management: / didn ¥
have time to summarize the stuff.
.. I was ‘too busy with other
work and family commitments.
.. I need high marks to get a
scholarship.:,
Poor writing skills: [ cannot
write well. ...
mother tongue.
Relative importance: This
course is not in my major; it’s
Jjust an elective. ... I only did it
once. (And a bank robber does
not break the law 99% of the
time.)

If such students .were honest,
their answers might include: / do
not understand thé work. ... I
am incapable of thinking on my
own. ... [ was too lazy to do the
work. ... I didn? think I'd get
caught.

. Idon}t
know how to rqfer'qnce things
. I'have always cop- -
ied; I started. in‘elementary"
school and just didn ¥ stop. ... I .

English is not my

Consequences

Plagiarism is a form of theftand
one of the worst offences that a
student can commit. In any
educational institution, stu-
dents who plagiarize or commit
other forms of academic miscon-
duct are subject to severe con-
sequences. If a student plagia-
rizes even a very siall fraction
of a written assignment, univer-
sity professors usually assign
a grade of Zero for the entire as-
signment. If the case involves a
senior student or several assign-
ments, often a.zero is assigned
for the entire course. For major
infractions, a student may be
expelled.

How not to plagiarize

My .best advice is “Use your
own words”. If you understand
the material, you should be able

“to define terms and discuss

concepts in'your own words. In
t.his way, you should be able to
explain ‘most topics to an el-

_ementary school child, one of
‘your relatives, or your instruc-

tor.” If you do not ulide_rstand

- the material, you will be limited

to - memorizing. ~ and
“reguritating” — a good way to
commit plagiarism.

If you quote someone, then you
must use quotation marks
around the other person’s
words. My rule of thumb is any

more than-three words'in a row"

from a source should be quoted.
Any quote should be immedi-
ately followed by a reference to
that source. If you use a source
more than once, it needs to be
referred to each time you use it.
In other words, just because

you properly reference a source .

at the beginning of assignment,
it does not mean that you can
forget about referring to it when
you use it again. In science, we
usually use the suname of the
author and the year inithe text
and a list of references cited at
the ‘end. In- other disciplines,
footnotes are the norm.

-For many university. courses,

theremonlyoneortwotext—"

books. In most: short-answer
assignments for such courses,

‘you are expected to summarize -

or paraphrase the material that
you have leamned and, in most
cases, you will not be expected
to formally reference the texts.
It is usually assumed where you
have gotten the information.

. Also, for information that is

common knowledge (e.g: “plant
leaves are usually green” or
“water is wet"), referencing is
not required. However, if you
use an outside source (e.g. a
non-course textbook or an
Internet source), you should
acknowledge the source in a
manner appropriate to the field
of study. For essay questions,

formal referencing is usually re- . piarisrh aid ofher of aca-

. demic dishonesty. 1 trust you
. will'do your part.

quired. .

The exact form of refcrencmg
varies from discipline to disci-
pline. However, in all cases, the
author(s), the year of publica-
tion, the title of the article or

‘actions.
:your money with a financial ex-
pert who cheated his way.
through school? . Would you

book, the publisher, and the
pagination are required. For

.Internet sources, one should

also indicate the authors (even
if “Anonymous”), date written
or at least accessed, the title,
and the URL (http://www; etc:).
For Athabasca University, such
specifics are usually given in the
student manuals: - If they are

. not, you should follow what is

done in the course textbook(s).
The number of students who
plagiarize

_'During my 25 yearsasa pmfes-
" 'sor and eight years as a part-
" time laboratory demonstrator, I
" have -evaluated tens.of thou-

sands of assignments and ex-
ams. The frequency of proven
dishonest conduct by students
was less than oné percent.
(Such acts included: plagiarism,
cheating on examinations, using
the same work for more than one
course, having others write as-
signments and exams, and modi-
fying lab specimens so other
students would get the exam

‘questions incorrect.) However,

because my colleagues and I
could not detect or prove every
case of dishonest conduct, the
actual percentage was consid-
erably higher. Over the last few
years, the number of instances
of dishonest conduct that [ have
come across has increased dra-

; matically My record :is: three_

cases it one week!'In conver-

. sations with my colleagues at

Athabasca University and other
institutions, I have: found that 1
am not alone in concluding that
the general frequency of aca-
demic misconduct has .in-
creased. In'some studies done
in the United States, the num-
bers of undergraduate cheaters
was considerably more than
10%. Clearly we all need to do
more to stop this trend.
‘Why bother about plagiarism?
Basically, academic progress
is built upon other people’s
ideas and discoveries. Itis only
right that we acknowledge their

.contributions with quotations

and proper referencing. In a

.~broader context, our society
. works because we trust one an-

other to be honest in our trans-
‘Would you: entrust

like to réceive treatment from a
medical practitioner who fraudu-
lently obtained her credentials?
Would you like to obtain your

.degree:from an institution: that
“allowed students who repeat-

edly plagmnzed to graduate? I
think not.

. Condomng plagiarism under-
:mines honest students’ work
and generally degrades the de-

gree of honesty in society. I will
do what I can to counteract pla-
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