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PLAGIARISM
Advice to Schools in the Faculty of Arts

Action points (for further details see below)
1. Make sure that all your documentation for 2004/05 is consistent with the new University definition of plagiarism and procedures for dealing with it. Any subject-specific variations must be approved by the Office of Academic Appeals and Regulations before publication to students.
2. While students must be warned about what plagiarism is, and what the penalties are, you should lay greater stress on educating students into the positive skills and attributes characteristic of good graduates in your discipline. It is better to foster a culture in which students have an intrinsic motivation to be independent and critical thinkers, than to focus on policing failure to conform.
3. Reduce the likelihood of plagiarism by:

· cutting down on the total quantity of summative assessment;
· staggering submission deadlines;

· setting tasks which students can realistically be expected to complete without cheating;
· assessing the process as much as the product;

· making assessment tasks so specific that no relevant answer can be found in the published literature;

· setting different assessment tasks each year;
· practising what your preach.

4. Make sure that you have clear regulations for distinguishing between commendable collaboration among students, and collusion.
5. All examiners should be alert for plagiarism because of tell-tale signs such as:
· recognising an unacknowledged source;

· abrupt changes in style;

· a sudden change to American spelling (or to correct spelling and grammar);

· terminology or knowledge beyond the likely capacity of a graduate;

· irrelevance to the question;

· anachronisms, or other give-aways.

In addition, essays submitted electronically can be processed through the JISC plagiarism detection service, which may well reveal prima facie cases of detection not detected by other means. It is also possible to detect plagiarism already suspected by conducting a Google search.

More detailed advice

1. The new University procedures
The University has changed its definition of plagiarism and procedures for dealing with it, with effect from 2004/05.

The new definition is:

Plagiarism is defined as presenting someone else’s work as your own. Work means any intellectual output, and typically includes text, data, images, sound or performance.

It is recognised that there may be variations in what is acceptable practice in different disciplines. For example, ‘homage’ may be permissible in the performing arts; and foreign languages (but not other disciplines) would regard help with grammar and spelling as a form of cheating. Individual schools should therefore give students more detailed guidance about plagiarism and other forms of cheating than is contained in the University Regulations and Student Handbook. However, such additional guidance must be submitted to the Committee on Applications to check its consistency with the University definition. Schools must also ensure that all outdated definitions are removed from student documentation before the start of the 2004/05 session.
The main procedural change is that, from 2004/05, first offences that are deemed minor and are not contested will be resolved at the School or Faculty level, and merely reported to the Office of Academic Appeals and Regulations so that any second offence can be identified. 

For further information, see the LTB Sub-Group on Plagiarism’s First Report, March 2004. During the summer, additional guidance will be given about local procedures and penalties, and about a standardised declaration of integrity for submitted work.

2. Advising students about plagiarism
If only for legal reasons, it is essential to include in student handbooks a clear explanation of what plagiarism and other forms of cheating consist in, and what the penalties are. However, this may not be a sufficient defence against complaints by students that they didn’t understand the rules, on the grounds that it is hidden away in ‘small print’. Whatever we may think about this as an excuse, the fact remains that most students don’t study handbooks carefully (if at all); and even if they do, they don’t necessarily understand the rules about plagiarism; and even if they do understand and remember them, they don’t necessarily know how to apply them. If we want students to conform to good academic practice, we must devote more care throughout our teaching to inculcating such practice. So while it is necessary to draw attention to plagiarism and its penalties, it is much more productive to focus on training students in the positive aspects of the academic literacy of each discipline (just as you won’t produce good footballers by teaching them nothing other than the off-side rule). 
Simple though this advice may seem, it could imply a quite radical rethink of how modules are taught and assessed. Students need to be inducted into a culture of proper referencing of sources, and to learn when the ideas of others need to be acknowledged, when it is appropriate to paraphrase or summarise, what constitutes ‘common knowledge’, and so on. These issues are largely subject-specific, and they need to be addressed in student handbooks at school level. Above all, we expect students to think independently and to reason critically about the materials at their disposal. Teaching methods and feedback on assessments should be geared towards fostering and rewarding independent thinking, and penalising mere regurgitation. Indeed, carefully constructed assignments and assessment criteria will mean that plagiarised work will fail, even if the plagiarism is not detected.
3. How to prevent plagiarism

The golden rule is to foster a culture in which cheating is unthinkable. If all students have a love for their subject and are well known by their teachers, they are unlikely to take short cuts, because they understand that if they are cheating they are not learning. Such a culture is difficult to achieve with large student numbers. However, the problem can be alleviated by a robust personal tutor system, and closer contact between course tutors and students (e.g. brief 1-1 tutorials to discuss essays, regular office hours, greater use of email, and electronic discussion rooms).

A more difficult problem is that the University’s justified concern to ensure that all students understand what plagiarism is and the penalties for it, is liable to engender a climate of antagonism, in which students are treated as potential criminals, and their teachers are seen as having a policing role. This is reinforced by declarations of integrity on every piece of written work, and warnings that detection software will be used. The only way to overcome these negative influences is to lay even greater stress on the positive induction of students into academic culture.
Even if you have limited success in bringing about a positive culture, there are many practical steps you can take to make plagiarism less likely, most of which will also improve students’ learning.

1. Since students often plagiarise when they are under pressure of time, try reducing the total quantity of assessment (especially assessment which doesn’t result in feedback) to the minimum necessary to make a fair judgment of students’ abilities. It is generally accepted that most students are over-assessed at present.

2. For the same reason, try to stagger submission deadlines. We academics often find it difficult to meet bunched deadlines, and it is unfair to expect students to do better than ourselves when their time-management skills are less fully developed than ours.

3. Don’t set impossible tasks. If we expect students to think for themselves and reason about something they don’t understand, it is hardly surprising if they resort to cheating. They need to be set a manageable amount of work, and given the necessary help to complete it using their own efforts.

4. Set tasks which focus on process as well as product. For example, if you asked a student to cook you a meal, it would be difficult to tell whether the end-product was the outcome of hours sweating away over raw materials in the kitchen, or whether it was a carry-out from the local supermarket heated up in a microwave. Similarly with essays. One approach is to ask for additional evidence (equivalent to a video of the cooking process), such as an essay plan and proposed literature search at the beginning, or a draft half-way through, or a work log at the end. But these are time-consuming to monitor, and it is perhaps better to build demonstration of the student’s independent thinking processes into the structure of the task by making specific and relevant analysis and criticism central to it.

5. When setting questions, ask yourself whether they could be answered satisfactorily by copying out what is available in the library or on the web. As a rule, the more general the question, the easier it is for the student to find a ready-made answer. Try making questions much more specific (even if this narrows content coverage, it will be more effective in eliciting the student’s general intellectual and subject-specific skills). In some cases, you may be able to make the task almost completely plagiarism-proof by relating it to some very recent event or to the student’s own experience. 
6. Don’t set the same question year after year (students can get hold of essays written in previous years).

7. Practice what you preach — make sure that your lectures and handouts conform to the rules you expect students to observe in their assessed work.

If all or most of these suggestions are adopted, there will be little risk of undetected plagiarism. There will certainly be no need to resort to panic measures, such as replacing submitted essays by sat examinations. Even the latter are not immune to plagiarism by students with photographic memories, or with more technological means for cheating. Nor do they allow students to demonstrate the specifically academic skill of applying their own thinking to properly referenced sources.
4. Group work and collaboration

The ability to work collaboratively in a group is one of the skills most valued by employers, but one which is more difficult to develop and assess in the humanities than in other subject areas. We should certainly encourage co-operation among students, since they can learn more through active interaction with each other than through passively absorbing what they are told by their teachers. However, this gives rise to the fraught issue of defining the borderline between collaboration (good) and collusion (bad). 
There are two types of case: formal and informal. Where students are formally required to work collaboratively for an assessment (e.g. a group project), it is essential to lay down explicit rules for how each student’s contribution is to be assessed. A variety of ways of doing this are described in the generic literature on assessment. As for informal collaboration (e.g. students working together on essay drafts), student handbooks need to make it very clear at what point collaboration turns into collusion. A commonsense definition is that it’s OK for students to discuss drafts of each other’s work as much as they like (which we can’t police anyway), but that the final product must be each individual student’s own work. Ideally, students should acknowledge any help they have received — which is wholly in accordance with academic good practice, since we too solicit and acknowledge comments on initial drafts of our published work. However, it is quite difficult to get students to realise that acknowledging help is an academic merit, and they need to be given explicit guidance that they will be rewarded rather than penalised for acknowledging their sources.
5. How to detect plagiarism

However well we guard ourselves against plagiarism there will always be some students who slip through the net. So how do we detect them? There are two approaches. One approach is to be constantly on the watch for tell-tale signs. For example:

· the examiner recognises an unacknowledged source;

· abrupt changes in style;

· a sudden change to American spelling (or to correct spelling and grammar);

· terminology or knowledge beyond the likely capacity of an undergraduate;

· irrelevance to the question;

· anachronisms, or other give-aways.

When plagiarism is suspected, we can spend an inordinate amount of time trying to track down the source. From a legal point of view, this isn’t absolutely necessary, since all that needs to be proved is that a student has plagiarised on the balance of probability. However, it is much more satisfactory to identify the source. If the student has plagiarised from the internet, it is usually very quick and easy to identify the source by using a Google search on unusual phrases. But it is ironic that, although the recent increase in cases of plagiarism is usually attributed to the internet, old-fashioned copying from printed sources is no easier to detect than it ever was.
The alternative approach is to screen all essays using software such as the JISC Plagiarism Detection Service, which will detect plagiarism from most internet sources, from any other essays submitted to the Service, and from a growing number of electronic subscription journals. It is of particular value for detecting collusion between students in the same year, or borrowing from essays submitted to the Service in previous years or from other institutions. However, essays need to be submitted electronically, and it is of no use for detecting plagiarism from hard-copy sources. Moreover, students who are in the know can fool it by making one change to every string of six words (though this might mean almost as much work as writing the essay in the first place).
Relatively little use has so far been made of the Service by schools in the Faculty of Arts, but such use as has been made has produced positive results. The Service is simple to use, and after initial acclimatisation, it takes only a few seconds to submit each essay, and to detect whether or not there is a prima facie case of plagiarism — though following up suspected cases takes a little longer. For further details, visit the University plagiarism pages at http://www.ldu.leeds.ac.uk/lt/plagiarism.htm. 
*  *  *  *  *  *  *

The present document is based on George MacDonald Ross’s ‘Plagiarism in Philosophy: Prevention Better than Cure’, at http://www.prs-ltsn.ac.uk/plagiarism/. You may also be interested in his follow-up article: ‘Plagiarism Really is a Crime: A Counterblast against Anarchists, Postmodernists (and Others)’, at http://www.leeds.ac.uk/philosophy/GMR/public/CounterblastRevised.doc. 
