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PREVENTING 
PLAGIARISM 

ilence settled over the 
committee. W/e had hea rd 
the events and the evi
dence, and now each of us 
had to decide what stance 
ro take, what possibi lities 
to consider. Our discus
sion had lasted for two 
hours- a testament to the 

difficulty of balancing Christian concern 
for the young woman and the necessity 
of requiring integrity of her and the insti-
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ing resulting from the writing assignment. 
They miss our on the satisfaction of tackl
ing a challenge. Most importantly, they 
lose the opportunity to pracri.:e their 
Christian values when they choose expe
diency over inregrity. 

rurion. Grappling for an appropriate re- ... , ._. d·e ~ · .-·:. i t •rtt LJI 11-S 
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And reachers lose. Chearing rattles our 
belief in students' willingness and ability 
ro learn. When we can show that a stu
dent has plagiarized, we are faced with 
discipline decisions and unpleasant con
frontations. Or worse, we cannot prove 
our hunch: A story sounds vaguely famil
iar, the quality is better than we expected, 
bur we have no hard evidence, leaving us 
in a grading dilemma that challenges our 
integrity. 

one of the worst challenges of my profes
sional career. 

The student had submitted copied 
writing in four differenr classes. On every 
other front, she was a model student: ac-
tive in outreach programs, bright, articulate, poised, quick to 
laugh and ro help, committed, eager ro do well. And here we 
were, rwo weeks before her graduation, deciding whether ro 
expel her for dishonesty. 

Although this was rhe most emotionally drain ing case of 
plagiarism with which r have been involved, ir hasn't been the 
only one. As a writing reacher of many years and a reacher of 
writing reachers, l have heard many stories and surely, all the: 
excuses. 

Occasionally, students do a poor job of integra ring the 
language and ideas from their sources and submit a paper in 
which they do nor identify quoted passages and paraphrased 
sources. These students nt:ed additional instruction, bur I 
would not classify them as dishonest-they have nor inten
tionally and knowingly claimed ownership of someone else's 
work. 

More often, a srudent will copy an article or a section of a 
book. Typically. this form of plagiarism is easy ro spot be
.:ause of the polished writing quality and style. A more prob
lematic form is the resubmission of a paper written by an
other student. This type oi plagiarism is difficult ro idenrify 
since the papers are written at a student level. However, in 
borh of rhese cases, srudcnrs claim ro have done work rhat 
they didn't do. That is. they cheated. 

Therefore, if reachers can reduce 
cheating, everyone benefits. By better un

derstanding why students plagiarize, we can provide instruc
tion and create assignments rhar more effectively derer this 
behavior. 

Why Students Plagiarize 
Dishonesty. Often, as reachers, we are quick ro attribute 

plagiarism to a lack of moral integrity. Although most plagia
rism cases wirh which I have been involved include shadows 
of dishonesty, srudenrs who do nor value honesty are rhe ex
ception-and exceptions easy to remember. 

One srudenr submitted a freshman composition assign
ment that had been copied verbatim from an essay in the 
back of the textbook. When accused of plagiarism, he denietl 
ir-ro the point of suggesting rhar even though Peter Elbow's 
essay was identical ro his and was published in rhe textbook, 
perhaps it was because Elbow (a well-respected scholar on 
composition theory) rhoughr and wrote as the student did! 
This student persisted on spinning a tale of lies, stum bling 
from one untruth to another. His is one of rhe most obvious 
cases of disregard for integrity that l have ever encountered. 
Fortunately, it has been the exception. Most students, when 
confronted, admit to plagiarism-then make excuses. Clearly, 
at heart, rhey value honesty, so why would they cheat? 

Cheating is always a lose-lose 
proposition. Srudenrs lose the learn-

I BY GEORGINA HILL 
Time. The major motivator to pla

giarize is rime. Students frequenrly 
underestimate how much time it will 
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rake ro do the hard work of writing. An 
honors student told me at the beginning 
of the term that his primary goal for the 
course was to learn to write without re
vising because "good writers" write 
"quickly and easily." He didn't yet 
qualify as a "good writer" because he 
always had to revise draft after draft to 
get a good piece. His assumption is typ
ical: Good writing can be accomplished 
quickly. Consequently, students may 
procrastinate. The draft dashed off the 
night before the deadline lacks insight 
and finesse, but they have no time to do 
the necessary thinking, polishing, and 
revision. They know what a good piece 
of writing should look like, so "borrow
ing" from another writer seems the best 
way to save face. 

Models. Students may unintention
ally plagiarize because they are unfamil
iar with documented writing. Many of 
the materials that students read lack for
mal documentation. Articles in newspa
pers, Time, Newsweek, or Sports Illus
trated present information without 
footnotes. The writers do put quotation 
marks around a direct quote from a 
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statesman or a coach, but the rest of the 
article rarely includes any attribution. 
Of course, in many cases, the reporter is 
on the scene and is describing the situa
tion firsthand, rather than summarizing 
something that is already printed-a dis
tinction students may not make. So 
when students set out to report on the 
effects of smoking, they take the stance 
of the firsthand reporter, even though 
their information comes primarily from 
printed sources. The final text looks like 
the articles they used for sources from 
Health and Newsweek. 

Ownership. Who owns knowledge? 
And who owns the words in which 
knowledge is conveyed? Education con
sists largely of acquiring information 
and of claiming ownership of it. Con
sider a typical middle-school social 
studies assignment: Write a report on 
Namibia. The average U.S. student has 
no firsthand knowledge of Namibia and 
may even have difficulty finding it on 
the globe. Everything he or she gathers 
for the report (probably from an ency
clopedia or the Internet) is unfamiliar. 

The assignment asks students to 

take information from a published 
source. Granted, it does not say to copy 
directly; however, if all a writer knows 
about a subject comes from an encyclo
pedia, how many ways can that be re
worded? For example, if the encyclope
dia states: "Namibia is located on the 
west coast of Africa," in what other 
concise way can that be said? And since 
the young writer has no personal 
knowledge or opinions to add, why 
shouldn't she copy? If the information 
is available to everyone, why shouldn't 
the student claim ownership? 

Ownership issues become increas
ingly complex as students advance in 
their studies. College students have 
amassed a fair amount of information 
and opinions that they can claim as 
their own, information and opinions 
also held by others. One freshman who 
submitted a paper written by a friend 
claimed that he didn't see why this was 
a problem, since he held tht: same be
liefs that the friend had written about. 
On the surface, it sounds like a weak 
excuse, yet the comment does provide 
us a valuable glimpse into one rationale 
that students use. 

Seeing broadly shared information 
and language as belonging to individu
als is a difficult concept-one that we, 
as educators, across grade levels and 
disciplines, need to continuously help 
our students to sort through. 

Assignments. Many assignments 
overtly encourage students to copy: the 
science worksheet in which the student 
copies the definitions from the text
book; the social studies report whose 
information comes straight from the en
cyclopedia. These assignments are pri
marily intended to convey facts or to fa
cilitate memorization, and demand little 
personal involvement by the student. 
That is, the assignment does not require 
analysis or opinion or personal anec
dote; therefore, a student can easily get 
an "A" by copying. Although the goal 
of such assignments is student learning, 
they reinforce a pattern that some stu
dents have trouble breaking. Such as
signments imply that the role of a writer 
is to transcribe, rather than compose. 

Prevention 
Teachers can develop preventive 
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measures. They are not foolproof-the 
srudent who decides to cheat may still 
do so. However, teachers can make it 
more difficult by addressing some of the 
motivators. 

Dishonesty. Starting at least by 
grade six and conrinuing through col
lege, teachers in all subject areas need to 
discuss with students the ethical issues 
involved in copying another person's 
work and submitting it as one's own. 
Students need to learn the difference be
tween rehearsing information and com
posing original material. For example, 
outlining a history chapter may call for 
copying long phrases or whole sen
tences because the teacher wants the 
student to create personal notes based 
011 the in(ormatio11 to be learned. That 
is different from writing a report on 
good nutrition where the goal is to de
scribe what has been learned-a differ
ence that needs to be explicitly ad
dressed by the teacher. 

Receiving a paper full of informa
tion on good nutrition copied from a 
textbook does not tell the teacher what 
the student has learned, any more than 
does getting answers copied from a 
cheat card during an exam. If we assign 
writing to discover what students un
derstand and think about particular is
sues or events, and they sidestep that 
request by submitting someone else's 
understanding or thinking, this is as dis
honest as putting another person's an
swers on a test. We all must assume re
sponsibility for helping students learn 
rhe value of integrity. 

Time. There are a variety of quick, 
easy checks that a teacher can incorpo
rate into writing assignments to prevent 
students from procrastinating until the 
last minute. These nudge students to 
keep thinking and working on an up
coming paper and allow the teacher to 
determine who is having difficulty. 

One of the easiest approaches is to 
have students spend five minutes in 
class writing on some aspect of their pa
pers. Assignments might include: 

• Tell why you are writing on this 
particular topic. 

• Indicate the main point you want 
to make. 

• List other stances someone might 
take on this topic. 
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• Summarize the latest reading you 
have done on your topic. 

• Tell how you think you will begin 
the paper. 

Let's say that a four- to six-page 
paper is due in three weeks. During the 
first week, ask questions that probe the 
topic or an angle the student might 
take. The second week, ask about the 
information the student is coll~cting. In 
week three, inquire about organization 
(lead paragraph, inclusion of examples 
or anecdotes, comparisons, etc.). 

Such questions accomplish four 
things: 

1. They encouTdge students to work 
on the paper throughout the three-week 
period rather than putting it off until 
the last minute. 

2. They give teachers a quick 
glimpse of who is 011 track. Halfway 
through the second week, a five-minute 
chat with a scudem who is having diffi
culty settling on a topic can go a long 
way to getting him or her moving. 

3. Giving attention to the writi1tg 
project helps tie it to the learning going 
on in class. 

4. The answers provide a basis for 
questioning a suspicious paper. If a stu
dent does not participate, then submits 
a polished paper, or writes in class 
about one topic and submits a paper on 
another, the reacher has evidence for 
asking questions about that paper. 

This does make more work for the 
reacher; in fact, one of the difficulties 
with giving writing assignments is the 
time it takes ro evaluate them. However, 
checking these entries doesn't take 
long-30 to 40 seconds per student. 
The teacher is checking how far along 
the student is on the project and 
whether there are any questions. These 
are not writing samples to be edited for 
correctness or commented upon for 
rhetorical sharpness. Out of 30 papers, 
the teacher might write comm~nts on 
five. I use an all-or-nothing grading sys
tem: 10 points if the student wrote what 
was required-if not, zero. 

Students can also be asked to submit 
pages of their draft. At the end of the 
first week, the teacher can ask for one 
page of writing, initial it, give the stu
dent t 0 points, pass it back, and ask for 
two more pages the second week. The 
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initialed pages are to be submitted with 
the final draft. These checks help ensure 
that students are writing. Of course, the 
more involved the teacher becomes in 
the writing process, the more likely that 
scudents will seek more guidance. So al
though the draft check may take five 
minutes for the whole class, that activ
ity may prompt 20 minutes of after
class questions. Though time-consum
ing, this does help students to develop 
into writers and thinkers. 

One noisy but effective activity is for 
students to talk in pairs for four min
utes about their topics and then quickly 
write a summary of their partner's 
topic. Again, a quick glance at these pa
pers will show who is not managing 
time well. Such activities provide fast 
progress checks for the teacher and re
mind students that writing takes time. 

Models. Provide students with mod
els of the kind of writing you expect. If 
the assignment asks them to justify a 
personal opinion, have them examine 
some editorials, looking carefully at 
how personal opinion is supported by 
evidence or logic. If students are sup
posed to use a variety of sources, pro
vide samples from last year's essays to 
show them how to weave the work of 
other scholars into their own writing. 
Many students find it cumbersome to 
read materials that include references. 
Teach them why references are useful
and necessary-and why they need to 
become familiar with how such writing 
looks and sounds. 

Ownership. Students need to under
stand how ownership applies to writing. 
Many writing classes include peer inter
action in developing drafts. So how 
does a student distinguish between ask
ing a classmate for help-perhaps even 
copying down the classmate's sugges
tions for rephrasing-and copying pas
sages from an article? In both cases, the 
"others" probably said it "better." 
Writing is a collaborative activity; imi
tating other writers is one of the power
ful ways we learn to write well. I can 
tell the difference between a religion 
major who is well-read in Ellen White 
and one who is not by how much the 
writer "sounds" like her. Since imitation 
is part of the process of learning to 
write, teachers need to help students 



draw clear lines to exclude the 
unacceptable. 

Ownership is also culturally 
defined. Until well into the 
1700s, people thought of 
knowledge (and the language in 
which it was conveyed) as be-
longing to God, and thus avail-
able to everyone. Written lan-
guage was a public domain that 
could not be "owned." The 
paper and ink could be owned, 
so laws protected publishers 
bur not writers. Copyright laws 
protecting writers really have not been 
well-enforced until this century, and 
such laws are not universal. That is, a 
number of cultures think of knowledge 
and language as entities that cannot be 
owned-and thus cannot be stolen. 

Students tend to understand owner
ship best in terms of their own thinking 
and learning. They can be encouraged 
to write about their opinions and to in
clude examples from their own lives. 
This helps them develop a strong sense 
of ownership-of the authorial "/." 
Granted, most academic writing does 
not use the first person. However, stu
dents need to have a strong sense of the 
role of the writer as a singular self be
fore letting it fade into the background. 
The process is much like learning to 
play the piano. We start by counting 
orally and using a metronome to train 
the sense of rhythm. 

Assignments. Across all levels of ed
ucation, teachers need to craft writing 
assignments that help students learn to 
do the following: 

• Write cleaner, more interesting 
prose; 

• Provide evidence to defend a posi
tion; 

• Think through problems to solu
tions; 

• Enter the conversation of a disci
pline. 

Regardless of whether they are re
quiring a personal story, an exploration 
of colonial expansion, or an exegesis of 
a biblical passage, teachers need clearly 
expressed objectives. Rather than say
ing, "Write about a Bible parable," it is 
better to be more specific: "Interpret a 
Bible parable and support your asser
tions, using other biblical passages." 
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The major nJotivator 
to plagiarize is time. 

Giving broad assignments such as 
"write a story," or "write a 1 0-page 
paper" are more likely to invite plagia
rism than customizing the topic to the 
course and giving clear objectives. 
Generic topics are easy to get from the 
Internet or down the hall. Second, when 
the teacher seems concerned only with 
getting a finished product at the end of 
the term-a paper detached from the 
activities of the classroom-then it is 
easier to think of the paper as some
thing one "gets"-rather like buying a 
pair of jeans-rather than something 
one creates. 

Consequences 
Plagiarism will probably always be 

with us, so it is necessary to have a con
tingency plan that spells out the conse
quences. At the beginning of the term, I 
make clear in the syllabus that it is the 
students' responsibility to prove owner
ship of their work. An obvious way is 
for them to provide notes and drafts 
that show the writing process. I tell 
them that I am expecting to see work in 
process, and that they are responsible 
for proving ownership. This is a shift 
from the standard practice of expecting 
the teacher to prove that the student did 
not write the paper. 

A second necessary deterrent is not 
to allow students to redo a plagiarized 
paper for full credit. That is, plagiariz
ing should not be a way to extend dead
lines. The most common excuse I hear 
is that the student chose ro shortcut the 

assignment because she was 
pressed for time, so could she 
please have a little longer. Say
ing "Yes" to that request 
makes cheating a no-risk gam
ble. If students get caught, they 
get the additional time they 
needed; if they don't get 
caught, they didn't have to do 
the work. We cannot allow 
dishonesty to provide a way 
out of a tight spot. 

Conclusion 
At a department chairs' committee 

meeting, the dean passed out a list of 
World Wide Web sites where students 
could get college papers at the press of a 
key. One of my colleagues lamented the 
ease of turning in someone else's work 
and wondered whether we could afford 
to assign papers anymore. We can't af
ford not to. Writing is one of our most 
powerful learning tools. janet Emig per
suasively demonstrates how "writing 
represents a unique mode of learning
not merely valuable, not merely special, 
but unique. "11-

Teachers shouldn't assume that all 
students are going to cheat, but it is 
wise to recognize the seriousness of the 
temptation and to find constructive 
ways to offset that temptation. We have 
a responsibility to help our students 
practice integrity-even when it means 
more work. 4? 

Dr. Georgina Hill recently became the Di
rector of Composition at Western Michi
gan University in Kalamazoo, Michigan, 
where her primary responsibility is to 
train and mentor graduate students who 
teach freshman compositiotz. She previ
ously taught for 15 years at Andrews Uni
versity, in Berrien Springs, Michigan, 
where she sen•ed as Director of Composi
tion and most recently as Chair of the 
English Department. At Andrews, she 
taught classes ranging from freshman 
composition to graduate-level theory in 
composition and pedagog)~ and super
vised graduate teaching assistants, includ
ing helping them to detect and confront 
plagiarism. 
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