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Anticipating the Issue

Discuss your answers to the following questions.

1. What is your definition of plagiarism? What should you do to avoid plagiarism?
2. Which of the following would be considered as plagiarism?
a) Not providing a reference when you have used somebody'’s idea.

b) Giving the reference but not using quotation marks when you take a sentence from another writer’s
article.

c) Presenting the results of your own research.
d) Copying a few sentences from an article on the Internet without giving a reference.
e) Not giving a reference when you use commonly accepted ideas.

3. Here’s the ORIGINAL text, from page 1 of Lizzie Borden: A Case Book of Family and Crime in the 1890s
by Joyce Williams et al.:

The rise of industry, the growth of cities, and the expansion of the population were the three great
developments of late nineteenth century American history. As new, larger, steam-powered factories
became a feature of the American landscape in the East, they transformed farm hands into industrial
laborers, and provided jobs for a rising tide of immigrants. With industry came urbanization the growth
of large cities (like Fall River, Massachusetts, where the Bordens lived) which became the centers of
production as well as of commerce and trade.

Following are three paraphrases. Are they acceptable or unacceptable? What makes it/them plagiarism?

a) The increase of industry, the growth of cities, and the explosion of the population were three large
factors of nineteenth century America. As steam-driven companies became more visible in the
eastern part of the country, they changed farm hands into factory workers and provided jobs for the
large wave of immigrants. With industry came the growth of large cities like Fall River where the
Bordens lived which turned into centers of commerce and trade as well as production.

b) Fall River, where the Borden family lived, was typical of northeastern industrial cities of the
nineteenth century. Steam-powered production had shifted labor from agriculture to manufacturing,
and as immigrants arrived in the US, they found work in these new factories. As a result, populations
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grew, and large urban areas arose. Fall River was one of these manufacturing and commercial
centers (Williams, 1).

c) Fall River, where the Borden family lived, was typical of northeastern industrial cities of the nineteenth
century. As steam-powered production shifted labor from agriculture to manufacturing, the demand
for workers “transformed farm hands into industrial laborers”, and created jobs for immigrants. In
turn, growing populations increased the size of urban areas. Fall River was one of these hubs “which
became the centers of production as well as of commerce and trade” (Williams, 1).

Unit 1  Exploring University Students’ Perceptions of Plagiarism: A Focus Group Study
Unit 2 Exploring Staff Perceptions of Student Plagiarism

Supplementary Reading How College Freshmen View Plagiarism?




Learning Objectives

o What is a research paper? :
* How to read a research paper?
* Features of academic language

Exploring University Students’ Perceptions of Plagiarism:
A Focus Group Study :

Judith Gullifer’ and Graham A. Tyson
School of Social Sciences and Liberal Studies, Charles Sturt University, NSW, Australia

Plagiarism is perceived to be a growing problem and universities are being required
to devote increasing time and resources to combating it. Theory and research in
psychology show that a thorough understanding of an individual’s view of an issue or
problem is an essential requirement for successful change of that person’s attitudes and
behaviour. This pilot study explores students’ perceptions of a number of issues relating
to plagiarism in an Australian university. In the pilot study, focus groups were held with
students across discipline areas, year and mode of study. A thematic analysis revealed
six themes of perceptions of plagiarism: confusion, fear, perceived sanctions, perceived
seriousness, academic consequences and resentment.

Keywords:

academic integrity; college students; plagiarism; student ethics; university student

Introduction

Since the 1960s, and particularly in today’s technologically advanced society, academic
dishonesty (for example, cheating, collusion and plagiarism) continues to attract
| considerable attention from the media, academics, administrators and students
(Ashworth, Bannister, and Thorne, 1997; Ashworth, Freewood, and Macdonald, 2003;

* Corresponding author. Email: jgullifer@csu.edu.au
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Franklyn-Stokes and Newstead, 1995; McCabe, Trevino, and Butterfield, 2001; Petress,
2003). Plagiarism, a type of academic dishonesty, is often conceived as fraudulent
behaviour that diminishes the intellectual property of the original author and rewards
plagiarists for their work. Indeed, Petress (2003) describes plagiarism as a ‘plague on our
profession’ (624) that, arguably, obliterates rewarding the ethic of hard work, eroding
the moral value of honesty, whilst devaluing the role of assessment items within our
educational establishments.

This characterisation of plagiarism is partly due to its historical roots, positioning
plagiarism within a legal discourse, suggesting that plagiarism refers to an act of theft
of the individual ownership of intellectual work (Ashworth, Freewood, and Macdonald,
2003; Steams, 1992; Sutherland-Smith, 2005). This construction of plagiarism assumes
that knowledge has a history and that past authors must be acknowledged. Without due
acknowledgement, it has been argued that one severs the ties between the creator of
the work and the creation (Stearns, 1992). Indeed, Athanasou and Olasehinde (2002, 2)
assert that ‘“The essence of cheating is fraud and deception’, arguably a simple and direct
characterisation of plagiarism.

At a broader social level, Marsden, Carroll, and Neil (2005) stress that the costs to the
public through inadequately trained graduates could pose a threat to public safety, welfare
and financial decisions through inaccurate advice, the ramifications of which tarnish
universities’ reputations and increase media scrutiny. Moreover, it has been suggested
that academic dishonesty is growing, requiring universities to devote increasing time
and resources to combat it (Carroll, 2005a; Franklyn-Stokes and Newstead, 1995; James,
Mclnnis, and Devlin, 2002; Johnston, 1991; O’Connor, 2003; Park, 2003). In particular, the
onus is on the academic managing the subject to correctly identify plagiarism and refer
the matter to appropriate university processes (Sutherland-Smith, 2005).

My (Gullifer’s) experience of identifying and managing instances of plagiarism
occurred in the first semester of my appointment as an associate lecturer. Whilst the
number of cases was low, I felt an overwhelming sense of disappointment and frustration.
Two issues were evident: firstly, investigating an allegation of plagiarism requires
time and effort that can take a few hours of work to locate the original sources and
cross-reference with the student assignment, and longer to process the allegation and
any subsequent misconduct panel and/or appeals. Secondly, and more importantly,
good academic writing is contingent on developing sound skills in both research and
writing, critically reading and comprehending appropriate sources, careful note-taking,
paraphrasing, judicious use of quotations and giving credit to authors for their ideas

and writing (Burton, 2007). As a consequence of plagiarism, students deny themselves an
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opportunity to master these skills, making academic writing increasingly difficult as they
progress through their degree.

As psychologists, we are aware that, when attempting to modify people’s attitudes
or behaviours, it is necessary to have a good understanding of the target person’s
perceptions of, and attitudes towards, the issue. In therapeutic situations, for instance, it
is regarded as essential to obtain the client’s perception and understanding of the issue
or problem before commencing therapy. This insight, or lack of, is likely to influence
the individual’s responsiveness to different therapeutic approaches (Cochran and
Cochran, 2005; Egan, 2007; Kanfer and Schefft, 1988; Prochaska and Norcross, 2007).
Similarly, when exploring attitudes and beliefs towards plagiarism, we can apply the
same principles to gain a better understanding of student perceptions, and then develop
appropriate strategies with an increased probability of effectiveness.

Likewise, literature from forensic psychology suggests that having some under-
standing of an offender’s perspective and motivation is important in order for positive
change to occur, and recidivism to decrease. For example, Byrne and Trew (2005) argue,
‘to be effective, interventions that aim to reduce or prevent offending behaviour need
to be based on a sound understanding of what leads people to offend, and what leads
people to stop offending’ (185). Comparable sentiments are expressed by Ashworth,
Bannister, and Thorne (1997) in relation to plagiarism. They argue that ‘understanding the
student perspective on...plagiarism can significantly assist academics in their efforts to
communicate appropriate norms’ (187).

From this, we argue that there is merit in understanding students’ perspectives
regarding plagiarism in order to develop successful strategies to promote academic
integrity and thereby prevent plagiarism. McCabe and Trevino (1993) identified a
significant relationship between academic dishonesty and how students perceived both
student and faculty understanding of institutional policy. Higher levels of dishonesty
were associated with lower levels of understanding. Another study by Roig (1997) clearly
demonstrated that more than half of the students in their study could not identify clear
exé.mples of plagiarism, indicating that, whilst policy may exist, students have little
knowledge or understanding of it.

It is apparent, therefore, that universities can benefit from learning about their
own students’ perceptions of plagiarism in order to develop appropriate strategies to
promote academic integrity. In the light of this, the aim of our research program is to
systematically examine students’ understandings of, and attitudes towards, plagiarism,
with the intention of informing the institution on approaches that might promote a greater

awareness of plagiarism and, therefore, prevent its occurrence. This study is exploratory
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in nature and will form part of a larger investigation.
Literature review

There is abundant literature on academic misconduct, most of which has been published
during the last two decades. The literature on plagiarism offers many different reasons
for student plagiarism. These include, but are not limited to, time to complete tasks (poor
time management), perceived disjuncture between award (grade) and effort required,
too much work to complete over too many subjects, pressure to do well, perceptions
that students will not get caught, anomie, motivation, and individual factors (age, grade
point average, gender, personality type) (Anderman, Griesinger, and Westerfield, 1998;
Anderman and Midgley, 1997; Calabrese and Cochran, 1990; Caruana, Ramaseshan, and
Ewing, 2000; Davis, Grover, and Becker, 1992; Kibler, 1993; Love and Simmons, 1998;
Newstead, Franklyn-Stokes, and Armstead, 1996; Park, 2003 ; Perry et al., 1990; Roig and
Caso, 2005; Sheard, Carbone, and Dick, 2003; Whitley, 1998). These studies tend to focus
on individual student characteristics. !

Focusing on individual student characteristics can be problematic, as the emphasis
is then placed on the individual behaviour change process, with little attention to socio-
cultural and physical environmental influences on behaviour. McCabe and Trevino
(1997) examined both individual characteristics and contextual influences on academic
dishonesty. Their results indicated that decision-making relating to academic dishonest
behaviour is not only influenced by individual characteristics (e.g. age, gender and grade
point average), but also contextual influences (e.g. the level of cheating among peers,
peer disapproval of cheating, membership of societies for male and female students
[fraternity/sorority], and the perceived severity of penalties for cheating). Therefore, to
better understand student perceptions of plagiarism, we need to take into account not
only individual student characteristics but also broader contextual factors.

Only a few studies have been conducted to explore students’ perceptions of
plagiarism, and these tend to focus on the reasons why students plagiarise (Ashworth,
Bannister, and Thorne, 1997; Devlin and Gray, 2007; Marsden, Carroll, and Neill, 2005),
or utilise attitude scales that are developed with the assumption that all relevant
stakeholders share the same meaning frame of how plagiarism is understood (Brimble
and Stevenson-Clarke, 2005; Franklyn-Stokes and Newstead, 1995; Hasen and Huppert,
2005; Lim and See, 2001). The assumption that the term plagiarism has shared meaning
is due to the institution’s reliance on university policy to be an instrument to both define
what plagiarism is and the possible consequences if breached.

It has been argued, therefore, that having a good understanding of institutional policy
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reduces the risk of engaging in plagiarism. Jordan (2001) found that students classified
as non-cheaters reported greater understanding of institutional policy than did cheaters.
The apparent lack of knowledge of institutional policy is further compounded by
contradictory and often ambiguous information delivered by academic staff, as they also
struggle to enforce an accepted and clear definition of plagiarism (McCabe, Butterfield,
and Trevino, 2003). For instance, in a study conducted by Burke (1997), over half of the
academics surveyed not only reported a lack of familiarity with the university’s policy on
plagiarism, but also did not refer to the policy when dealing with incidents. As Carroll
(2005a) suggests, it is this lack of clarity about plagiarism that influences how students
perceive plagiarism.

In order to both understand how students perceive plagiarism, and develop and
evaluate learning materials aimed at educating students about plagiarism, Breen and
Maassen (2005) conducted a two-phase research project, that firstly explored student
perceptions of plagiarism and then developed learning materials to be .embedded
within courses. This was done by utilising four focus groups, consisting of 13 under-
graduate psychology students across the first, second and third years. Their findings
suggest that, apart from a clear understanding of verbatim use of other people’s work
without referencing, students had difficulty comprehending ‘grey’ areas (e.g. ability
to comprehend and paraphrase work with due citation). The lack of familiarity with
what required citation was, in part, due to the inability to source adequate ‘information
regarding the subtlety of paraphrasing, inconsistency between staff and the fear of
inadvertent plagiarism. They also found that students repbrted an increasing under-
standing of plagiarism as a function of year level, with the associate skill development to
complete assignments. Students also made suggestions for course improvement to focus
on proactive strategies, as opposed to the reactive nature of dealing with plagiarism
once discovered.

Whilst Breen and Maassen (2005) aimed to explore students’ understanding of
plagiarism, their main focus was to develop resource material to embed within their
courses. Consequently, only a small sample pool of 13 psychology students was utilised,
and questions centred specifically on students’ ability to define and avoid plagiarism.
Though Breen and Maassen were able to elicit some understanding of student
perceptions, based on how students define plagiarism and then avoid it, the current study
aims to extend and build upon their work. It is proposed in this study to sample across
disciplines and delve deeper into student understandings of plagiarism.

McCabe and Trevino (1993) argued for a shift in our conceptualisation and

examination of plagiarism, from one focused on individual factors that may inform an




