PLAGIARISM CONFERENCE, 2008
“This house believes that online essay sites are a valid form of student support”

It is an obvious point that no student will pay good money for a unique essay unless they intend to pass it off as their own — and that is clearly cheating.
But let us suppose that exceptional students use a purchased essay merely as an example (which is advertised as the only legitimate use), and write something completely different for submission to their university. Then:

1. They will find it very difficult to write something different, if the purchased essay is their main source of information.

2. The best way of demonstrating that they are not wholly dependent on the purchased essay is to criticise it. But how can a student reference it, if it is a private document? It would be very odd to say, for example, ‘I spent £150 on an essay I bought from an essay mill, but it’s complete crap because it says so-and-so, and this is wrong because . . .’ This might be an essay worthy of high marks, but it would have been cheaper to buy a relevant book to criticise, or to use the library for free.

3. It is a valid form of student support for teachers to give students model essays, demonstrating how to conform to their assessment criteria. But this shouldn’t be left to on-line sites, because the writers won’t know the criteria, and teachers should do it for free. In a well designed module, assessment criteria will be highly specific to that module, and if these criteria are in a password-protected VLE, the ghost writers of essay banks will not have access to them. I give my students a clear list of assessment criteria, and access to good essays written in accordance with them in previous years. This saves me the trouble of writing fake essays, and students are encouraged by the fact that the model essays were written by fellow students, and so should be within their capacity. The best students treat these essays as a secondary source, and refer to them, and argue with them. 
4. One of the dangers of model answers is that students get the idea that there is one perfect answer, and that their work will be marked down in so far as it diverges from perfection in various possible ways. In fact, if the best essays are independent and original, they will be very different from each other, and only the weaker ones will be boringly similar. It is essential that assessment criteria recognise this fact; but essay banks merely reinforce the idea that there are unique model answers — as do university administrations which require teachers to submit model answers for the benefit of external examiners. 
5. If students want extra help, their money would be better spent paying an impecunious postgraduate to give them one-to-one tutorials on how to read, think, and write in their discipline. But this raises the question of whether it is fair that only the richer students can access the level of tuition which ought to be the right of every student, if HE were adequately funded. However, I am cynic enough to believe that, if funding were increased, it would mainly go towards the publication of books and articles read by a tiny number of academics, rather than towards enhancing the quality and quantity of contact between a large number of students, and teachers dedicated to transforming their understanding of the world and their intellectual skills.
A back-handed compliment to online essay sites is that, by making feasible the worst possible practice in student behaviour, they may force teachers to be more professional in their teaching and assessment, so that they can detect when students are using such sites, or, better still, make it unthinkable for them to use them in the first place. 

