Avoiding Plagiarism, Advice for Students 

Academic Integrity

Every piece of written coursework submitted to the department must be accompanied by a Declaration of Academic Integrity which you sign, affirming that the work is your own and does not contain material from unacknowledged sources.  Work submitted without the Declaration will not be marked until the Declaration is supplied and in the meantime may incur late submission penalties.

Signing this declaration falsely is regarded as a very serious offence and students who are found guilty of it are subject to severe penalties.  The university can refuse to award a degree if a student is shown to have made a false declaration with intent to deceive.  It is vital, therefore, that you are clear what you are committed to when you sign this document.  Any breach of that declaration lays you open to a charge of plagiarism.

What is plagiarism?

Plagiarism is simply theft.  It is taking the words, ideas and labour of other people and giving the impression that they are your own.  This applies to even a single phrase or a sentence, not just to the work as a whole.  They may be taken from authors you have read or from a fellow student.  If this is done with the deliberate intention to deceive your reader, it clearly deserves severe punishment.  

Sadly, however, it is possible for students unwittingly to lay themselves open to a charge of plagiarism through carelessness or ignorance.  The process of investigating such a charge is time-consuming and unpleasant for everyone concerned.  For everyone’s sake, you should take every care not only to avoid plagiarism but also to avoid giving your reader any reason to suspect it in your work  

Whatever the intention, it is still wrong for anyone to be given credit for a piece of work which is not theirs.  If it is not clear to the reader what is your original work and what you have derived from somewhere else, how is a marker to know what deserves credit?  Marks will inevitably be lost, even if nothing more serious is amiss, because it is your business as the writer to make the distinction clear for your reader.  

How do I avoid a charge of plagiarism?

The first thing to say is ‘If in doubt, ASK!’  Your Personal Tutor, Year Tutor or Module Tutor can give you advice.   However, common sense will help you avoid most of the problems.

The main thing to do is to provide full and meticulous references to any material that you draw on in your essay.  References should enable the reader to turn straight to the passage you are referring to or quoting in the same edition of the book or article that you read.  This is why it is important to include full details of publisher, place of publication and date and any other information that pinpoints the particular edition.  Different editions of the same book may vary in page numbers, for instance, so your reader will not find the passage on the page you cite.  

By putting in full references you are enabling your reader to check the quotation and its context to see if you have reproduced and interpreted it correctly.  It also alerts them to other material that might be interesting for them to read if they wish to follow up the topic for themselves.  The department issues a style guide on referencing and footnotes which gives you models to follow.  Make sure you have a copy and make use of it.

It is not enough just to provide a general reference to a book in a bibliography, however.  You need to be specific about which passages you have used where in your essay.  If references are inaccurate or incomplete or missing, then, whether you mean to deceive or not, your work by definition contains material from ‘unacknowledged sources’.  For instance, if you fail to provide a bibliography, you are either implying that you made the essay up entirely out of your own head, or else the essay must be based on unacknowledged sources.  A source which cannot be traced because of inadequate references is in effect ‘unacknowledged’.  If you have attached the department’s declaration of academic integrity to a piece of work with inadequate references, you are lying.  

Failure to provide accurate references must also raise the question as to whether you have something to hide from your reader.  What would they find if they did go back to the source?  

Possible Pitfalls

There are some particular areas in referencing which can be genuinely confused.  Remember, the basic principle is that you must make it clear to your reader what is your work and what is someone else’s.  

Quotations

Quite simply, if you use sentences, phrases, or even distinctive words from a source, you must place them in quotation marks and give a reference to the page from which the words come.  If in doubt, follow this rule and you can’t go wrong, at least in regard to plagiarism ( but see below).  

NB: If your reader can go back to the source and find word-for-word correspondence between what you write and what the source writes, you are not covered from a charge of plagiarism by the fact that you put a general reference to a book or even to the particular passage.  Such ‘hidden’ quotations are not acceptable.  They must be marked as quotations in the text.

Summaries

Often, however, you do not need to or want to quote a long passage from a book to put across the main point.  Indeed, an essay which is just a string of quotations may be covered from plagiarism in the strictest sense if it is properly referenced, but it won’t get many marks!  Showing you can copy quotations doesn’t give a reader much indication of what your take on the subject is, and doesn’t show that you are capable of getting the gist of a passage and communicating economically its important and relevant points.

It is quite legitimate to summarise what a writer has said.  You need to provide your reader with the information she needs to check whether your summary is accurate, however.  It is also absolutely essential to make it clear where you are summarising someone else’s work and when you move on to your own assessment or development of what they have written.

This is a particularly difficult but important area.  It is not enough just to use footnotes and references, though these are essential.  You should be scrupulous in using phrases such as 

According to Smith, … 

Jones argues …

Put in summary form, Black’s thesis is …

and then signal clearly that you are moving on with phrases such as

The conclusion we can draw from this is…

This argument seems flawed in two ways… 

Black’s opinion needs to be balanced with that of Green, who claims that …

In the above examples, there should be a footnote or reference beside each name, so the reader can check back for the source of your summary.

NB Summaries must be in your own words.  Any sentences, phrases or distinctive words which you take from the source must be put in quotation marks.  This is one of the most common mistakes students make and the point cannot be repeated often enough.  You are not covered from a suspicion of plagiarism simply by giving a general reference.  Nor is it enough simply to change the odd word here or there while basically copying what your source says.  Picking out sentences and then stringing them together is also not acceptable.  The summary must be in your own words, or else in quotation marks.  A good tip is to close the book as you write up the summary.   If in doubt, quote, but remember that you can’t get any credit for the contents of a quotation!  One of the most important skills which an essay is assessing is your ability to communicate succinctly the important and relevant point you have gained from your reading.

You should also remember that what you will get most marks for in an essay is not your summary, but what you do with it: how you build on or critique the material you are using.  An essay which just consists of summaries of other people’s work with no evaluation or attempt to come to a conclusion, however well written or referenced, will not gain high marks.  The more you can show an original approach, the less likely it will be that any suspicion of plagiarism will arise.

Second -level Sources

Experience shows that students find particular problems in dealing with what could be called ‘second-level’ sources as opposed to ‘first-level’ sources.  The distinction is simple.  If you quote directly from an author’s own work, you are using a first-level source.  However, if you quote what someone else says that the author says, whether by quoting the author or summarising their work, you are using a second-level source.  

You need to be most careful not to give the reader the impression that you have done the work that was really done by the writer of the second-level source.

Quoting quotations

A common problem arises because, almost inevitably, the books you read for an essay will themselves contain quotations from other books, often the most relevant and useful quotations for the topic.  You must be careful here, because you should not give the reader the impression that you have read books that you haven’t!  You did not do the work of finding the quotation, so you should not claim you did.  If you simply quote the words you find, you are not acknowledging the source from which you got the words, which is actually the book you are reading, and so are in danger of breaching the declaration of academic integrity.  In fact, the best advice is probably not to quote at one remove.

If you do decide it’s necessary the first rule is check the quotation.  Researchers in the humanities spend a lot of time on doing just this.  How do you know that the book you are reading has quoted accurately or given the proper reference?  Misprints and other accidents may occur.  The quotation may actually have been taken out of context and when you read the whole passage, you may decide the writer in whose work you found the quotation has misrepresented the source.  

You need to go back to the original source of the quotation to check the reference.  If it is a quotation from a classic work that exists in many editions and/or translations, you may decide that checking its accuracy from a different edition is enough, but then you should quote and refer to the source you used to check it as you cannot vouch for the accuracy of the reference in the second-level source.

If you cannot check the quotation, either because the original source is not available or because time will not permit, you must give a reference both to the source of the quotation and to the place where it is quoted e.g. 

Jeremy Fisher The Crimes of Peter Rabbit (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1987) p. 45, quoted in Jemima Puddleduck ‘Peter Rabbit Vindicated’ Journal of Beatrix Potter Studies 2 (1999) pp. 2-12; p. 5. {Note: this is a made-up example for this purpose – which is not any kind of excuse for you inventing references in your assessed work!)

Referring to both sources is best practice in any case.

Quoting Summaries

Another common problem for a reader of essays is to find that a student suddenly seems to have become an expert on obscure 19th Century commentaries on the book of Job, for instance.  In the middle of a not very good essay, there may be a long list of arguments along the lines of 

‘Whereas Eisberg saw Job as a comedy, Schmidt and Schleswig-Holstein emphasis the tragic aspects.’

It is usually fairly obvious that the student hasn’t actually read what any of these people say, particularly when the books are out of print and in a foreign language.  The same thing can happen with contemporary English authors, however.  The list of authors and opinions is not the student’s own work; it comes from some second-level source.  

Here again, it is not enough to put the second-level source in a bibliography, or even to footnote a reference to the page.  You need to do these, but you also need to put a phrase in the text like ‘According to Brown, …’.  This both acknowledges that Brown did the work, but also to some extent protects you if Brown got it all wrong!  

Working with Another Student

It hardly needs saying that copying another student’s work and passing it off as your own is unacceptable, with or without their consent.  Trying to gain credit for essays available on the internet or from other sources is also clearly unacceptable.  

A more difficult case arises when two students have worked together or have shared books, so that the reader notices similar quotations, arguments or overall structures between the two essays and the question arises whether these are parallels, or whether one student has depended on another.  In such cases, if the matter cannot be resolved, the mark may be halved and shared between the students.  It is in both your interests, then, to make sure that your work can be seen to be independent.

There can also be a problem if there are a limited number of books available for a large class and similar quotations and bibliographies appear.  In such cases, it is doubly important to show not only that you can quote material, but that you are capable of summarising it and structuring your essay independently.  Note the warnings under summaries above.

In Conclusion

Though plagiarism is a serious offence, if you are clear, careful and honest there should be no problem.  Don’t let the fear of plagiarism keep you from using to the full the amazing resources in other people’s writings.  Learning how to make proper and responsible use of other people’s work in developing your own understanding of a subject is the heart of academic life.  Reading good scholarly work should also give you useful examples and models of good practice and you should actively look out for ways in which these may help you improve your own writing.  

A final word:  If in doubt, ASK!
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