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PHIL 3221: KANT’S CRITICAL PHILOSOPHY
2006/2007
RESPONSES TO QUESTIONNAIRE ON PLAGIARISM
Thanks for filling in the questionnaire. You have given me much valuable material which I intend to incorporate into a case study on Why my students don’t plagiarise.

There were 26 responses. 

13 single honours, 1 major, 11 joint honours, 1 minor.

15 male, 11 female.

No-one admitted to cheating in any of the Kant course essays, or in any other philosophy essays, or in essays in another subject (or at least, not since leaving school, one person said). This is surprising, since a significant proportion of students usually admit to plagiarism when asked about it in anonymous questionnaires, and it is generally reckoned that at least 10% of coursework contains enough plagiarism to warrant severe disciplinary action.

I keep on telling people that philosophy students are different, and this little survey gives some support to my position. However, apart from your answers to the last question, it doesn’t support my further claim that my students do not plagiarise because of my distinctive methods of teaching and assessment — it seems that you wouldn’t dream of plagiarising anyway.

Five of you said that you took advantage of the fact that some students get their essays back with comments before others have started writing (and another said ‘I wish I had thought of that now though!’). Two said they talked to fellow students to gain further understanding, and referenced any new ideas in their essays. Another said it just confirmed what she had already thought about how to cover the question. Another said he briefly asked a friend about their feedback. Finally one student gave a response which is worth quoting in full: ‘Talking about topics in the pub/common room. People that have had their essays back are more aware of where one should take the essay and what George is looking for. I wouldn’t call this cheating though as it’s similar to picking brains of a better prepared student which is actively encouraged.’ 
Most academics would say that I’m asking for trouble by staggering deadlines, but it’s clear from your responses that you aren’t cheating, and that some of you are learning more than you would otherwise — which is a good thing. It could be argued that students who submit their essays last have an unfair advantage; but the rota more-or-less eliminates this unfairness. The students who say they referenced their friend’s ideas are absolutely right — you get brownie points for acknowledging such help — though they could have made it more explicit that their friends got their ideas from my comments.
Special features of the Kant module which make plagiarism less likely

Because of frequent contact with students, George knows their work. In other modules, teachers don’t know whether a student’s understanding matches what they have written. (2×)
George marks explicitly on one’s own understanding, so no marks will be given for regurgitating other people’s interpretations.
Since understanding is necessary, it’s easier to just write the essay.

The focus on original/personal thought, and independent work. (4×)
The fact that essays are submitted electronically makes it easier to detect plagiarism. (6×)

I’m not deterred by the plagiarism detection software, because I wouldn’t plagiarise anyway — but it makes me more vigilant about referencing.

Since George provides all the necessary materials, it would be difficult to find something to plagiarise. (2×)
Since the module promotes understanding and interpretation of the text, ‘I find I want to write my own essays.’

The questions are more original, so it’s less likely material can be gained from other sources.

The questions are highly specific.

‘George is scarier than other lecturers and you don’t want to disappoint him.’

‘George encourages the referencing of ideas gained from other students and not only from published texts. This creates a sort of openness that I believe discourages students from plagiarising.’

‘Because the module is solely based around the text and independent thought is highly encouraged, plagiarism is less appealing and probably harder to get away with (if we wanted to).’
Plagiarism is less likely because secondary sources are not so heavily relied upon. The focus is on the text, and not on what others have said about it. (4×)

Because of being discouraged from using secondary sources, people will not have read anything they can plagiarise.

‘People are also less likely to plagiarise because they are fully aware that George knows just about all the literature that you will look at!’

Although cheating gives you the upper hand on paper, it doesn’t give you philosophical advancement. 

The comprehensive commentary means that people are less likely to get lost.

We are taught how to quote well and question the text, and to argue against other people’s ideas and attribute them properly.
Since George wrote the translation and commentaries, he knows immediately if he’s being plagiarised. 

The fact that the essays are relatively short.

Because the module is specific to George’s translation, it is hard to find secondary sources which don’t stray from it. 

Special features of the Kant module which make plagiarism more likely

Because the reading is so heavy, students are more likely to rely on secondary texts.
People can get overwhelmed if they miss part of the course, and cheating gives you the upper hand on paper.
If somebody doesn’t know what to write because secondary sources are discouraged, they might use them without acknowledgment.
The material is so difficult that plagiarism involves less effort. 



















