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Abstract
This thesis examines multiple perspectives on plagiarism in order to develop a
deeper understanding of the phenomenon. Rather than assuming a common
understanding of plagiarism, student concerns, confusions and fears are used as the
basis to further inquire into the concepts of plagiarism and acknowledgment. I argue
that an unexamined perception of plagiarism allows the prejudices of the affronted to
dominate, so what is needed is a consideration of the multiple perspectives of this
notion. Thus the concepts and enactments of plagiarism, acknowledgment and
academic integrity are analysed.
The data for the thesis are analysed as texts which are reviewed from a
hermeneutical interpretation. The first texts, student perceptions of plagiarism, are
followed by four of my published journal articles. These articles deal with issues of
acknowledgment, academic culture, moral judgments of plagiarism and the
integration of academic integrity in an Australian university. Each text, its context and
my role as researcher and writer, is interpreted and critiqued within a chapter.
The possibility of ideal communication is raised, so that concern and
confusion about plagiarism is reduced for students. Using a framework to interpret
plagiarism as a problem of academic culture, I argue that some academic practices
seem strange to new students, but normal to lecturers who do not see the need to be
explicit about these. I provide a classification of attitudes to plagiarism as a matter of
morality and conclude that while the conventions of acknowledgment are entrenched
in academic literacy, these are not always distinguished from moral judgments.
Finally, in critiquing the alignment of a teaching and learning approach with policy and
processes, I develop a model to assess the implementation of academic integrity at
the institutional level. It is concluded that a hermeneutic interpretation enables the
emancipatory possibility of analysing perceptions of plagiarism and enactments of
academic integrity. This in turn supports communication opportunities to enhance
teaching and learning about the concepts of plagiarism and acknowledgment.
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Chapter One: Introducing the problem and design of
the thesis
“I’m worried about plagiarism all the time. Here almost all my lecturers and tutors told
me about plagiarism - every time. And I have to attach my author’s statement for all
my assessments. I’m really afraid that one day I may be sent back to China” (First
year Information Technology student, as cited in East, 2007, DVD).

Plagiarus means kidnapper or plunderer, in Latin, because in antiquity plagiarii were
pirates who sometimes stole children. As plagiarism is considered intellectual theft
some commentators have likened it to stealing the brain child of another (Oregon
State University, Office of student conduct, 2007).

“If one thing is told you by your mother, and your mother is told by your grandmother
and how can I get the original? Where does an idea come from, its generation to
generation...” (Business undergraduate student, as cited in East, 2005, p. 9).

Preview
In this thesis, I challenge the notion of plagiarism as an entity with a fixed definition
and explore a range of views and understandings about the issue. These inquiries
aim at developing a deeper theoretical understanding of perspectives of plagiarism
than that which currently exist. They underpin research into aligned action on how
plagiarism could be dealt with in an Australian university. There is evidence that
plagiarism is a problem for students who are often unclear about how to avoid
1

plagiarising and how to follow the conventions of acknowledgment. At the same time
their lecturers who are familiar with the concepts of academic acknowledgment seem
unconcerned and even unaware of its complexities (Chanock, 2008; Emerson, 2008;
Roig, 1997). The thesis uses the perceptions of plagiarism by a group of international
students in an Australian university to trigger written inquiries into the concepts of
acknowledgment. In addition to this, I have constructed this thesis around a series of
my published articles, in which I analyse plagiarism as a conceptual problem of
teaching and learning, secondly as an acculturation problem of Australian academic
culture, and thirdly as an issue of morality and convention. Finally, I review the
implementation of academic integrity at the institutional level.
Plagiarism in its frame of academic integrity is an important consideration for
stake-holders in higher education. From the student perspective, plagiarising carries
the risk of failure and expulsion (Macey, 2007); from the teaching and learning
perspective, plagiarism impacts on authorship, authenticity and originality (Bertram
Gallant, 2008); from the lecturer perspective there is a vested interest in maintaining
standards (Foucault, 1991) and from an institutional perspective, reputation is
potentially at stake if a university fails to demonstrate academic integrity (“The
darkening shadow of stolen words”, 2003). In this thesis, I acknowledge these
concerns and seek understanding beyond the emotional reactions to perceived ‘acts’
of plagiarism (Murphy, 1999), and beyond commonsense, which Ouellette, (2004, p
1) defines as “the use of another person’s words and ideas without using quotation
marks and/or appropriate documentation conventions”.
Opinions about plagiarism in higher education have provided an emotional
clamour of polarised views. Some express outrage, for example: “Plagiarism has
become the new piracy […] an act that suggests immorality and often scandal at
once” (Dames, 2006, p. 21). According to Eodice (2008), plagiarism is promoted in
the press as the act of the ignorant or the calculating thief, which she declares is the
result of allowing the “corporatized media” (p. 8) to communicate the story of
2

plagiarism. She argues that what is communicated is a “printed pillory – of individuals
who have transgressed a traditional and romantic version of the author” (p. 9). The
views of Cadman (2003) pit the students as struggling against academic racism and
“a ‘deification’ of academic discourse in English”, with its “quasi-religious rhetoric” (p.
2). These polarising views of students as thieves, victims or martyrs are no longer
enough to explain the complexities of student plagiarism in higher education and, as
Bretag (2008) argues, more nuanced views which take into account both the contexts
and the concerns of students are necessary.
The way plagiarism is understood in higher education has implications for how
students experience learning and assessment at university, how knowledge is
shared, how copying is judged and how academic values are enacted. I propose that
analysing student perspectives will provide insights into the ways that plagiarism is
interpreted and experienced. Furthermore, analysing associated claims and concepts
in academic culture, rather than assuming that a general communal understanding
exists, could enable the development of a theoretical understanding of the idea of
plagiarism. In this thesis, I examine the ways that plagiarism is understood and
communicated between students, lecturers, university decision makers and the
university as a whole. With this understanding, the opportunity of communication and
a shared understanding between commencing students and their university could
become a possibility.

Research questions
The thesis is directed by the following research questions:
1. What are the perspectives and understandings of plagiarism?
2. How can these be explained and interpreted?
3. How can concepts of acknowledgment be critiqued?
4. In what ways is plagiarism a problem of academic culture?
3

5. In what ways is plagiarism an issue of morality?
6. How might a narrative about enacting the concepts of academic integrity
be communicated?
The data which answer these questions are derived from examination of student
perceptions, followed by written inquiries into issues of plagiarism, and a review of
institutional integration of academic integrity.
The questions posed in this thesis do not arise from the assumption that a
simple definition will resolve the problem of plagiarism. Rather, their significance is
realised in their analysis of plagiarism as a concept, which, like all concepts, seems
to be understandable on the one hand, while defying explanation on the other. In this
thesis, I seek to contribute to knowledge about plagiarism in higher education, by
questioning and interpreting what seems to be known and what is perceived about
this topic. Communicative action provides the theory which directs the arguments of
this thesis to be “communicative” rather than “strategic” (Habermas, 1990).
To answer question 1, I review the literature and then draw on student
perspectives to initiate reconceptualisation of the ways that plagiarism is understood
and communicated. The methods used to gather the students’ perceptions are to
collect written comments, to record interviews and to film interviews. The students
involved in this thesis, are seen, not as research subjects, but as important
informants. Their observations suggest the potential for generalising what is
problematic about plagiarism and how communications about concepts of plagiarism
could take place in academic culture. The concepts of plagiarism are analysed in
order to clarify how they are understood by students and their universities.
The ways I respond to question 2 are to review the literature and to interpret
plagiarism in Australian academic culture. The notion of cultures being ‘high context’
or ‘low context’ (Hall, 1981; Gudykunst, 1998), with insiders and outsiders, is applied
to academe. This interpretation contributes to understanding why communication to
4

new university students is not always explicit enough to meet their expectations.
Analysis of this interpretation is a response to question 4 which seeks answers to the
problem of plagiarism in academic culture. In addition, I apply Foucault’s (1991)
theory of insider interest to explain why student plagiarism provokes such an
emotional reaction from university staff members.
To respond to question 3, I review the language of acknowledgment and how
it is discussed in the rhetoric of universities. Furthermore, I analyse acknowledgment
as an issue of academic conventions and ethics. In the same way, in response to
question 5, I analyse concepts of moral thinking and apply these to the ways that
plagiarism is explained. These analyses not only build awareness, they provide a
means to separate the conflation of cultural practices and universal standards of
morality in explaining acknowledgment and judging plagiarism. The evidence that
decisions about plagiarism can be based on emotion and reason provides conceptual
support to argue that universities need to change and to take a role in creating
contexts conducive to academic integrity.
In response to question 6, I apply the theory of constructive alignment (Biggs
& Tang, 2007) to analyse the institutional processes and the teaching and learning
practices in a whole university approach to academic integrity. This provides a means
for universities to not only apply a framework for academic integrity, but also to
review its implementation and so quantify their progress in constructively aligning
practices and policies.
The other way I respond to question 6 is to develop an appropriate approach
for the construction of this thesis. Hermeneutic theory provided the means to deepen
understanding through iterative and interpretive analysis, and it enabled analysis of
the research of this thesis as a series of texts. The analysis of the construction of the
narrative of this thesis adds another dimension in response to the question of how
communication is enacted. The hermeneutic approach, in its invitation to analyse
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data as text and in turn analyse text as data, provides opportunities for text creation
and expanding research horizons.

Thesis design and structure
The body of the thesis is a series of texts: the first texts were produced from a set of
student postings, interviews, and a film of student presentations to staff. These texts
are followed by four of my published papers, each framed in a chapter with an
introductory context and a reflective conclusion. These chapters, each with an
explanatory context and reflection, represent my developing understanding of the
topic of plagiarism in higher education, and also my development as an academic
writer. They form a narrative of understanding about perspectives and concepts of
plagiarism, acknowledgment and academic integrity and how they are interpreted and
presented in an academic text. Rather than being a sequentially developed
argument, this format is appropriate to an iterative hermeneutic methodology.
The published papers in this alternative format of a series of articles (Thesis
by Publication, 2007) are presented and discussed in Chapters Five – Eight. Each
paper is an autonomous text because it has been written for publication in a refereed
journal. I apologise in advance for the repetition which has inevitably resulted from
the need to present contexts and analyse concepts for the readers of the published
journal articles.
The published papers are as follows:


East, J. (2005). Proper acknowledgment?. Journal of University Teaching and
Learning Practice, 2(3a), 1 – 11. Retrieved from
http://ro.uow.edu.au/jutlp/vol2/iss3/2



East, J. (2006). The problem of plagiarism in academic culture. International
Journal for Educational Integrity, 2(2), 16 – 28. Retrieved from
http://www.ojs.unisa.edu.au/index.php/IJEI/index
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East, J. (2010). Judging plagiarism: a problem of morality and convention.
Higher Education, 59(1), 69 – 83. doi: 10.1007/s10734-009-9234-9



East, J. (2009a). Aligning policy and practice: An approach to integrating
academic integrity. Journal of Academic Language & Learning, 3(1), 38 – 51.
Retrieved from http://journal.aall.org.au/index.php/jall

The publication process meant that for each paper I received feedback from
academic peers and researchers about my arguments and how they were presented.
Such reviewer feedback can be a mechanism to develop the ability to interpret one’s
writing with new judgments. This is in keeping with the hermeneutic methodology
which demands of the writer that she continually check her own prejudices and
assumptions (Prasad, 2002). In this thesis, this check happened in two ways: the first
was the publication process and the second was the self-reflection in each chapter
and the review of the whole text in the thesis conclusion. Analysing my own published
papers in this thesis provided a learning opportunity to interpret these texts with
deeper understanding. The process of sending my articles for review was
underpinned by the communicative action approach of checking for communal
understanding (Habermas, 1990), and the action invited acceptance or rejection of
the validity of my claims. In addition, publication enabled engagement in the relatively
new area of plagiarism research and the development and review of concepts and
approaches.
The context for the texts as data for this thesis is provided by the current
chapter which forms the introduction. The second chapter provides the conceptual
framework, and the third chapter explains the methodology.
In Chapter Two: “Research and conceptual contexts”, I review and categorise
the research on plagiarism and academic integrity relevant to the inquiries of this
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thesis. In addition to this preview, I discuss the literature in later chapters where such
discussion enables further conceptual analysis.
In Chapter Three: “Hermeneutic analysis and methods”, I define the
qualitative research of my thesis, and explain the methodological approaches and
data collection methods. Firstly, I introduce the theory of communicative action, which
underpins analysis in the rest of the thesis. Communicative action is about reaching
agreement through understanding, rather than through imposition or manipulation. I
explain the hermeneutic approach and methodology I have developed to enable
analysis of the concepts around plagiarism, while still maintaining interest in students’
perspectives and questioning how these fit into the system of a university.
The methods for collecting data, and their explanation, are introduced. I
describe how the texts, which are the focus of the following chapters, are analysed,
and how the method of writing as inquiry is used to analyse the published papers I
wrote for this thesis. In addition, I reflect on the limits of taking on these
methodological approaches and methods. And finally, there is a discussion of the
ethics issues that are relevant to this thesis.
In Chapter Four: “Student perspectives”, I report on student perceptions of
acknowledgment and plagiarism in the context of their experiences as international
students in an Australian university. I detail the methods for collecting and analysing
data and explain my role in this process. The students are informants, and their
discussion postings and interviews, both audio-taped and video-taped are explained
as texts for analysis. The students informed my research, and in an emancipatory
communicative action, a DVD was made of them telling staff about their experiences
of learning about plagiarism and academic integrity. The students discuss plagiarism
as a problem of language, acknowledgment, and applying the conventions of
academic literacy. They report their learning frustrations and their concerns, and yet
some also label plagiarism as a moral issue. In addition, they recognise the need for
universities to maintain academic integrity standards.
8

In Chapter Five, I present and interpret the paper “Proper acknowledgment?”
(East, 2005). The circumstances for this paper which led to the research into
language and concepts of acknowledgment are explained, before the paper is
presented. In order to reflect on what I have learnt from the research and the process
of writing about it, I then review and interpret the paper itself. This reflection preempts the next inquiry.
In Chapter Six, I present and analyse the paper “The problem of plagiarism in
academic culture” (East, 2006). I reflect on why plagiarism is a complex problem
through exploration of “the idea that concepts of plagiarism are embedded in
Australian academic culture, which explains why university lecturers as members of
this academic culture can know what plagiarism is, while new students by contrast
can be concerned and confused” (East, 2006, p. 113). I analyse the content of my
paper using Habermas’s theory of communicative action, and I analyse my role as
writer and practitioner. I critique the role of critical pedagogy as an enabling
theoretical tool to stimulate emanciaptory research.
In Chapter Seven, I present and analyse the paper, “Judging plagiarism: A
problem of morality and convention” (East, 2010). In writing this paper, I take a
theoretical approach to the issue of cheating as a universal problem. This is an
attempt to seriously deal with the framing of plagiarism as a matter of morality, a
perspective taken by a number of universities. I examine the different attitudes to
academic misconduct and contrast student and staff interests as a way of identifying
their different attitudes to academic integrity. Using Habermas’s (1990) theory of
discourse ethics and communicative action, I analyse the content of my paper and
then reflect on the role of writing for inquiry.
In Chapter Eight, I present and analyse the paper, “Aligning policy and
practice: An approach to integrating academic integrity” (East, 2009). I review the
implementation of academic integrity in one Australian university and discuss the
need for consistent actions at an institutional level. A model developed from the
9

concept of constructive alignment is used to review practices and policy. I reflect on
this review and the possibility of a holistic approach to academic integrity, in addition
to analysing the paper for style and content. I also report on potential emancipatory
actions following from this paper.
In Chapter Nine: “Conclusions”, I return to an experience which contributed to
my interest in researching the concept of plagiarism, and I interpret a ‘communication’
to international university students commencing their studies in an Australian
university. After reviewing this context in the light of the knowledge gained from the
research of this thesis, I synthesise the main findings which have formed the
research narrative. I then illustrate how this research is significant and contributes to
knowledge and communication in higher education, and finally, I make
recommendations for future research.

10

Chapter Two: Research and conceptual contexts
In this chapter, I present a review and categorisation of the literature on plagiarism. I
have used and reviewed particular theoretical frameworks suiting the circumstances
and inquiries of this thesis in order to provide an introduction to the concepts relevant
to plagiarism and academic integrity in Australian higher education. The review
provides a historical context and covers areas of authorship, language,
acknowledgment and originality, cultural differences, teaching and learning
perspectives and student perceptions. In addition I explore perspectives on
plagiarism as an ‘immoral’ act and review research on academic integrity and its
implementation. Rather than being the starting point from which I embarked on the
research for this thesis, this literature review, in keeping with a hermeneutic approach
of cycles of reflection and interpretation has been ongoing. In addition to the review in
this chapter, I discuss the literature in later chapters where such discussion is
embedded in the published texts and provides context and means to analyse those
texts.

Perspectives on plagiarism and academic integrity
Many texts on the topic of plagiarism open by announcing that the topic is of growing
interest, and in keeping with this common introduction I note that in recent years the
topic has received much attention, both in popular and academic writing (Ashworth,
Freewood, Macdonald, 2003; Evans, 2006; Le Heron, 2001; McGowan, 2005; Parker,
2003). I also note that the problem is not going away (Howard & Robillard, 2008).
Plagiarism is not new, nor is controversy about what rates as plagiarism, what is
11

shared knowledge and whether or not ideas and words are property owned by
authors. These issues, however, have become more confronting and of widespread
concern with the advent of mass education, mass communication and easy-to-use
technology. Access to knowledge and information has never been easier, and the
ease with which texts can be re-produced through copy and paste is matched with
the ease of checking student writing to see if it is repeated text (see Turnitin, 1998 2010).
Defining plagiarism is surprisingly fraught. On one level it is common sense
that authors should be acknowledged for their work, and that the work is attributed to
the author, not to a pretender - the plagiarist. Park (2003, p. 475) categorises
plagiarism in four main ways: stealing material and pretending it is one’s own,
submitting someone else’s work as one’s own, direct copying without proper
quotation, and paraphrasing without acknowledgment. So, if one copies someone
else’s work and avoids acknowledgment of the source, plagiarism has taken place.
This could include copying ideas, words, phrases, sentences and large chunks
(Stearns, 1999), although as Randall (2001) points out, it is harder to determine that
plagiarism has taken place when ideas have been copied rather than words. Despite
claims otherwise (for example, Oregon State University, Office of student conduct,
2007), copying words is not the same as stealing. New words and knowledge can be
acquired, but language cannot be stolen in the way that stealing property leaves a
victim bereft of a resource. Nevertheless, plagiarism does involve stealth and
pretence, and, as this literature review will show, ‘the act’ provokes dramatic
reactions.
While the research on plagiarism covers a range of perspectives, some of the
publicity dramatises the issues. Adler-Kassner, Anson and Howard (2008) argue that
this publicity shapes our understandings, so that “the frames around ‘plagiarism’
shape a narrative about how the roles of students, technologies, and writing
instruction are dictated either by deceitful or ignorant students whose (intentional or
12

unintentional) disregard for conventions of academic ownership are undermining the
education system” (p. 233). Such preconceptions of plagiarism are brought to
judgments of ‘the act’ of plagiarism. Randall (2001, p. 190) notes that “…plagiarism is
in the eye of the beholder, the beholder is not a timeless and objective judge, but is
inscribed in a complex context of social, aesthetic, economic, and political
determinants that govern the reception of texts and the judgments made about them”.
Previewing the literature reveals that some of the interest in plagiarism as a
student concern is related to meeting the conventions of academic text making.
There are also views that limit perceptions of breaches of acknowledgment and the
concept of plagiarism to being a matter of dishonesty. In the following discussion, I
firstly review texts that provide a historical context, then I analyse concepts of
language, acknowledgment and originality. I critique the research from teaching and
learning perspectives and cultural differences, in relation to the cultural backgrounds
of international students and the academic cultures of universities. I consider the
labelling of plagiarism as an ‘act’ of dishonesty, which leads to discussion of research
that frames plagiarism as cheating. Finally, I review literature which advocates
institutional change and action to implement academic integrity.

Historical context
Given the recent proliferation of articles about plagiarism in the media, in academe,
and in education generally, it would be easy to pigeonhole plagiarism as a modern
phenomenon, but there is a historical context. Simmons (1999) in her analysis of US
colleges in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries reveals widespread plagiarism
and cheating. She argues that there were differences in the institutional discourse on
authorship with that of the student discourse, and that much plagiarism and cheating
was related to poor task design and lack of time for university work. Bertram Gallant
(2008, pp. 17 – 18) also reported differences in attitudes between students and
13

faculty in the 1920s, with each playing a game to “outwit the other”. She notes that
even though cheating took place, there was little public concern.
Thomas Mallon (2001) in his book Stolen Words, first published in 1989, gives
a historical context to plagiarism, albeit one that assumes an unproblematic
understanding of the term. The concept of imitative writing as something to be
derided goes back to the Greeks and Romans, but Mallon argues that preoccupation
with the idea of “stealing” an author’s work developed with printing. The profession of
writer was born with the invention of printing, and the writer needed to protect his
‘own text’ to maintain his professional capital (Mallon, 2001, p. 4).
The recognition of authorship is bound up with protection of authors’ rights.
Taking a more analytical stance than Mallon (2001), Woodmansee and Jaszi (1994)
discuss the contested notions of authorship and freedom of expression of the
nineteenth century and write about the struggle to encourage creativity while
protecting ‘creators’ from commercial production interests which could deny due
benefits to those who authored the text. They argue that this fight for the rights of
authors led to copyright, the legal attachment of rights to a text. The role of copyright
was publicised in mid nineteenth century in the US with the campaign by Victor Hugo,
and also by Charles Dickens with his fierce proclamations of the necessity to
recognize authorship (Woodmansee & Jaszi, 1994, p. 10). Randall (2001) indicates
an earlier recognition of copyright in the early eighteenth century and points out that
writers have long fought for recognition of their creations. She argues that recognition
is not the same as the right to ownership; so the moral right to be acknowledged as
the author are not to be confused with the legal issue of ownership and copyright.
This raises interesting questions about the correlation of morality with
acknowledgment of authorship. I discuss this further in Chapter Seven, when I
explore the labelling of copying practices (without acknowledgment) as immoral, and I
argue for a discrimination of practices which are a breach of convention from those
which are dishonest.
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In the twenty first century, notions of authorship, ownership and creativity are
being explored. Just as printing changed the role of the audience and created new
notions of text making, so the e-environment, and web 2.0 in particular, is challenging
the relationship of author and readers by creating new notions of text-making and
providing quick access to information which once was only available to a privileged
few. This information can be quickly reconstructed into a ‘new’ text, with opportunities
of readership and interaction unimagined when Woodmansee and Jaszi (1994),
Mallon (2001) and even Randall (2001) first published their books. Furthermore, this
electronic ‘publishing’ environment has seen the development of networks of
contacts, so more people than ever before can communicate with each other to
create new texts. Bertram Gallant (2008), whose research is important for contexting
academic misconduct as an issue of teaching and learning, argues that the internet
has led to a change in student attitudes to knowledge and unauthorized collaboration.
The students can see such collaboration as legitimate, while universities see it as a
breach of integrity. The boundaries of authorship and readers are changing, and this
is a concern for universities, which, whether they use traditional assessment tasks or
engage with new forms of text creation, still require some means to ascertain the
authorship of student writing. While the role of the e-environment is not specifically
dealt with in this thesis, the concept of authorship is of interest, from the perspectives
of both students and their universities. Determining who did the (authoring) work is
essential when it comes to awarding or denying credit for assessable work.

Acknowledging authorship
The publicity and concern with plagiarism indicates that understandings of the roles
of authorship and readership are not fixed. Ascertaining student authorship is a
preoccupation of university assessments, which belies Mallon’s (2001) suggestion
that, with electronic communication, authorship and readership will become
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anonymous. Even earlier, Barthes (1968) in Death of the Author claimed the power of
the text and its reading as more important than the intended meanings of whoever did
the writing. From a critical hermeneutic perspective (Ricoeur, 1981) interpretation and
understanding is not dependant on the intention of the author. (This is also discussed
in Chapter Three.) The author supplies some context for interpreting the text, but it is
the text that brings forth meanings and these can be quite beyond what the author
imagined possible. This attitude to the interpretation of text might be an antidote to
the authorial ego, but the role of the author is important if credit is to be determined,
for example in the case of student authorship. Randall (2001) is not prepared to
dismiss authorship and writes that the “intimate link between product and producer”
(p. 28) requires originality, authenticity, authority and ownership, and that the author,
by definition, demonstrates authenticity by being the originator of a work. According
to Randall, this is not the same as a compiler of a text, which would mean the writer
of a literature review could not claim to have ‘authored’ the review.
The degree of emphasis on authorship has impact on how knowledge-making
is understood. In Randall’s discussion of the concepts of authorship and ownership,
she concludes that while authorship indicates rights of responsibility and reward, if
one’s words are plagiarised they are not “stolen”, as knowledge is not personal
property (pp. 85 – 87), nor is it created in social isolation. Knowledge can be seen as
communal and culturally dependent. Donald (2001, p. 150) explains that “humans link
with a vast and diverse cultural matrix in early infancy and profit from the rich
storehouses of knowledge and skill that have accumulated in our cultural memory
over many millennia”. Rather than sharing this cultural memory, the practice of
assessing student work can promote such a competitive approach that individual
endeavour even undermines knowledge-making as a communal activity.
Authorship in student writing can include compiling a text from the work of
others, but students can differ in how much they make this explicit, and how much
they appreciate the value of making this explicit. A student essay can be a
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compilation of existing knowledge, written to demonstrate how much is known, or to
discuss what is known. In contrast, a research article lays out what is known and the
research that has already been done so that the author can then move to the purpose
of the paper – what has not been done before - the knowledge gap (Swales & Feak,
2004). In student writing, an explicit authoring stance applies the conventions of
citation in academic text making, but this could manifest as self-effacing and
deferential to sources or demonstrating proud control of conventions. If students are
unaware of the value of citation conventions, or do not know how to enact these
conventions, or are resistant to taking them up, they will not be demonstrating explicit
authorship. At one extreme, is the student who copies, at the other is the student
determined to be an author by not including other people’s work. Ivanic argues that
student academic writers position themselves according to whether or not they quote,
asking, “am I the sort of person who quotes others” (1997, p. 48). I suggest that
commencing student writers, at least initially, are not so much positioning
themselves; they are trying to work out what to do to in order to write academic texts.
Becoming a writer of academic texts can challenge a student’s sense of self,
hence students become aware of the need for authorial positioning. Students are
expected to be the authors of their own writing while negotiating English speaking
academic writing requirements. These include prohibitions on the personal,
evidenced with advice to avoid using the personal pronoun ‘I’; the demand for explicit
and extensive reference to research and literature (Chen, 2001), and value inherent
in how a text is written, not just in what is written (Swales, 2000). Students who are
meeting these expectations as unfamiliar demands of academic culture could well be
frustrated by a lack of agency in their academic writing (Power, 2009).
One of the questions asked to determine authorship is: whose work is this?
Foucault (1979) put it that the concept of authorship privileges the individualization of
knowledge and ideas. With this awareness, Ray and Graeff (2008) suggest that text
construction in wikis and Wikipedia is redefining the positioning of the author as vital
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to the production of knowledge. They argue in support of Foucault’s notion that, while
the author-function will change, authorial power in the production of text in wikis will
be based on collaborative production. In practice, this is proving an ongoing
challenge for university assessments. In 2001, Ede and Lunsford wrote that
collaborative writing challenges the ways that universities attribute individual learning
and achievement, and in 2008, Gray et al. argued that the challenge is yet to be met.
Gray et al. point out that, the “theoretical perspectives on authorship are affected by
the use of these dialogic, multivoiced, mercurial new forms” (p. 117) of web 2.0. This
raises the likelihood that the traditional notions, and what universities teach students
of authorship, are out of date (Ramsey, 2008). Adhering to these notions, in the face
of the fluid concept of authorship, denies the complexity facing students. Bertram
Gallant (2008) recommends that university assessments not only keep pace with
these new modes of text construction, but the complexities of acknowledgment of
authorship, originality and text construction are openly discussed with students. I
suggest that there is also a need to discuss the complexities of authorship and
acknowledgment with consideration of students’ perspectives, and so find new ways
to analyse the complexities.
Multiple authorships are expected of students. In 1995, even before new web
forms of communicating, Howard argued for a re-consideration of the authoring work
of students. She claimed that: “Representations of student plagiarism seldom
acknowledge the heterogeneous definitions of authorship in contemporary letters.
Instead, these representations simplify student authorship, depicting it as a unified,
stable field” (Howard, 1995, p. 793). Howard made a strong case for a pedagogical
approach in dealing with plagiarism and provided an example of an explanatory
policy for students. The problem here is that, by definition, such statements need to
provide universal explanations and principles, which then end up simplifying the
concept of student authorship. Lillis (2003) analyses this authorial tension, by pointing
out that student writing is not developed from a monologic model in which the one
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true way of writing exists, rather students are trying to make meaning where there are
many literacies. More recently, Bertram Gallant (2008) saw a need for more research
into the discipline based norms of authorship. There is a need to further analyse the
assumptions underpinning the student authorship, and a need for lecturers to engage
in building their awareness of the authoring work they expect of their students. Some
of the assumptions underpinning authorship of academic texts are about appropriate
use of language, and being able to explain and interpret knowledge in preconceived
ways. These notions are analysed in the following section.

Language, acknowledgment and originality
Appropriate academic language is demonstrated by students in a reconstruction of
knowledge according to convention. This reconstruction can involve copying
language and content, and imitating writing style. Imitation of style is sometimes
promoted by writing teachers as a way of learning (Eisner & Vicinus, 2008; Pugh,
2008), but if imitated too closely it becomes plagiarism (Marshall & Garry, 2006), and
there is the difficulty of how the source is properly acknowledged. Larochelle (1999)
in his formal philosophical analysis uses postmodern thinking to reduce plagiarism
and its opposite – originality - to the ridiculous. Postmodernism “confines the writer to
constant reconstruction…plagiarism is challenged because repetition is also the
displacement and reinvestment of semantic content” (p. 127). Less formally, but just
as confronting, Howard (1999) asks us to consider how it is that we learn, if it is not
through the reconstruction of others’ presentation of ideas. She challenges her
readers to consider that their own writing and learning is “patched” together from
what they have read.
It is in the expression of this learning that choices are made about what
language can be appropriated effectively. Barks and Watts (2000, p. 250) explain that
novice writers using English as a second language “face immediate pressure to
19

produce texts that incorporate the research of others…[and] …need to write with
clarity and accuracy in a tone appropriate for a discourse community to which they
have just been introduced”. This pressure denies students the opportunity of writing
as inquiry and writing to learn. Scollon (1995, p.12) gives the example of students in
sociology who can “enact” the language of this discipline being rewarded with higher
marks than those who do not re-use the language of their readings. Interestingly,
Wilson’s (1997) research on a group of international students using English as a
second language found that those who appropriately used words and even groups of
words from the source text, did better than those who did not copy and those who
copied without understanding. This practice of copying for learning is further
discussed in the “Teaching and learning perspectives” section below.
Paraphrasing is often suggested as a way that students can develop their
academic language and re-present what they are learning while avoiding plagiarising,
but this is problematic. Oshima and Hogue (1999, p. 91) advise, in their text book
Writing Academic English, that a paraphrase that is too close to the original will be
seen as plagiarism. They also advise that students need to ensure an authenticity
with the original text; in other words, a paraphrase needs to be a true representation
of its source but it needs to sound different. In order to say the same thing in a
different way, writers must be able to access an extensive vocabulary and grammar.
Furthermore, the ability to discern which words can be replaced with synonyms and
whether or not a restructure of a sentence will change its meaning requires a
confident understanding of subject content and terminology.
Access to an extensive vocabulary involves knowing how to use words to
convey a particular understanding of an issue. This use implies a sense of control
and even ownership of words. In his Bakhtinian interpretation, Danow elucidates this
issue of ownership, and in the quote below also provides an educational opportunity.
He explains that the meaning and value assigned to a word is not fixed:
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Its meaning and sense continually shift as a result of certain accents
diminishing in frequency and intensity, while others are concomitantly
augmented and changed. Hence, the word itself belongs to no one and
everyone; no one can claim it as his own, since it is permeated already with
the past intentions of the other. Yet, as a matter of virtual due course, inherent
within each unique application, there remains for each user the opportunity to
make a creative contribution of one’s own. (Danow, 1991, p. 37)
The educational opportunity in the last sentence invites lecturers to be tolerant of the
time it takes to develop “a creative contribution of one’s own” and to teach students
how to have something to say. I take up this point in the paper: “The problem of
plagiarism in academic culture”, in Chapter Six.
The requirement for students to produce original work could be a concern for
students who are struggling to comprehend what they are reading. One Australian
university advises students that, “whenever submitted material is not your own
original work it must be acknowledged. If you present such material without
acknowledgment, it is wrongly claiming that it represents your own work and ideas”
(AIRport, 2008). The problem for students is that the definition of originality varies
according to context. In some contexts, original can mean the only one of its kind and
or something that nobody else has done or discovered before. This could not be
possible in academic texts, where what is said is developed out of the ideas, voices
and research of others. Scollon (1995) argues that definitions of plagiarism assume
“a concept of knowledge and communication which takes ideas, as well as their
wordings, as capable of being originally crafted by individuals” (p.20). The challenge
is to work out how to make one’s academic opinion; students are expected to do this
while trying to understand the concepts and principles of new subjects.
A further challenge is in perceiving what actually is needed, but may not be
explicit to the person trying to write a text in an unfamiliar academic culture. Pecorari
(2006) explains this challenge for novice writers when they cite the research of others
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as a problem of “occlusion”. She extends Swales’ 1996 definition of occlusion as that
which is hidden, to cover citation practice wherein some features are obvious but
others such as the relationship between texts and their accurate reporting can be
occluded (p. 6). While Pecorari has limited her research to the texts of postgraduate
students and how these are understood by their supervisors, the notion of occlusion
is useful in general to explain some of the problems facing any student unfamiliar with
writing academic texts. In this thesis, while I acknowledge the usefulness of
Pecorari’s notion of occlusion at the text level, I also recognise that newcomers might
be highly alert to some strange unfamiliar cultural practices (Gee, 1996). I also
analyse the teaching and learning of citation in academic texts at the broader level of
academic culture.
How and what to acknowledge are important considerations of academic text
making. England (2008) writes about confusions of common knowledge and how
what is common knowledge varies according to the discourse community. Thus there
is a need for newcomers to decipher what is the common knowledge and how is it represented. This is particularly a problem for students using English as an additional
language who must also decide what language needs to be acknowledged (Bretag,
2007; Shi, 2004).
From a linguistic frame, Walden and Peacock (2008, p.135) describe the
practice of acknowledging sources in academic culture as a “sign system [which]
performs an explicit citation function in that it marks out extracts from other texts,
signalling where information and ideas have been found, through typographic
differences and the ways that names and dates are used”. They continue that
“academic citation embodies a cognitive position; a way of thinking about knowledge,
and of expressing our relationship with information”. From an academic literacies’
frame, the conventions of acknowledgment rather than being cognitive are part of the
“socially-situated set of meaning-making practices” (Gourlay, 2009, p. 182). Whether
one argues that academic citation is a cognitive or socially-situated practice, clearly
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the practice of citation and knowledge construction is not just a skill to be transferred,
it is contexted and subject to change.
Citation patterns vary across disciplines, authorships and text types. Writing in
the sciences is less likely to use the author as subject within the sentence, while
humanities subjects are more likely to refer to researchers within a sentence and to
use reporting verbs (Hyland, 1999). Clugston (2008) speculates that citation types
and their verbs vary according to the parts of a text and makes a case for students to
be directed to the citation forms of different journals within a discipline, so that they
can have more control over their authorial voice. In research which would support this
direction, Buckingham and Nevile (1997) concluded that student writing lacks
authorial sophistication in use of citations. While Hyland (1999) and Buckingham and
Nevile (1997) conclude that disciplinary differences in what is cited and how it is cited
are particular to the disciplinary representations of knowledge, Gray et al. (2008)
argue that citation and text format are inter-related. They explain that current citation
styles are inadequate to deal with web 2.0 and audio visual texts: “the conceptual
basis of referencing and citation, as expressed in current systems and standards,
needs reforms in order to bring academic integrity to the use of these new forms of
authorship” (Gray et al., 2008, p. 112). The concepts and conventions of
acknowledgment require further analysis, hence my investigation into these in this
thesis.
Review of the literature in this section has shown that acknowledgment is a
complex issue of language and the conventions of academic discipline. In the next
section, I investigate the issues of acknowledgment and plagiarism from the cultural
perspective of students who confront (Western) academic culture.
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Cultural differences and practices
In recent years, the influx of students who have experienced educational cultures
different from Australia has stimulated research into academic conventions, and it
has been argued that students coming to study in Australia confront cultural
differences in citation conventions (Chanock, 2003; Handa & Fallon, 2006; Hamilton,
Hinton & Hawkins, 2003; Maxwell, Curtis, & Vardanega, 2008; McGowan &
Lightbody, 2008; Melles, 2003). Much of the literature is about an East West divide,
which is not surprising, given that the majority of international students coming to
Australia are from Asian backgrounds.
The expansion of Australian higher education into the global market has
increased the numbers of students who have not studied before in Australia.
Overseas enrolments in Australian higher education have been steadily growing
since 2002. In 2002, there were 125,532 international university students studying in
Australia, and by early 2010 that number had risen to 233,010. In 2009, 83.2% of
international university students came from Asian countries, with China being the
main source (AEI, 2010).
It has been argued that Confucian-heritage students bring assumptions of text
making and attribution which differ from the expectations of their western university
hosts (see Chanock, 2003 and Maxwell et al., 2008). Chanock (2003) contrasts the
Chinese respect for traditional knowledge with the western respect for intellectual
property which “owes much to the agonistic tradition of scholarship” and contested
knowledge (p. 25). This indicates the need for understanding rather than punishment
and a consideration of overseas students’ experience (Hamilton et al., 2003).
There is evidence that the attribution practices of Chinese students can be
different from that expected by their Australian examiners. In their texts, the students
might not discuss sources and they might copy without naming sources. In her PhD
thesis, Ways of knowing, ways of citing: a study of Chinese graduate students’
citation behaviour in thesis writing, Chen (2001), herself from China, found that the
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attitudes to citation of the Chinese students and their Chinese supervisors were
different from their Australian supervisors. Rather than the detailed analysis expected
by the Australian supervisors, the Chinese advice to students was to use sources as
a stimulus to develop ideas. The result for an Australian examiner could be text
seemingly without research based evidence, because of the lack of explicit
references to source texts. On the other hand, for Chinese students like all students
there is also the pull to “re-use” language. In another research that compared the
summary and opinion writing of 48 Chinese speakers majoring in English and 39
native English speakers, Shi (2004) reported that the Chinese students relied more
than did the English natives on the source text. This copying was not based on an
intention to cheat; Shi suggests that the copying is actually a learning strategy to
acquire language (p. 191). Shi also notes that there is confusion around defining what
constitutes plagiarism and calls for further analysis of how plagiarism could be
defined. This suggests that in order to deepen understanding of the phenomenon, the
assumptions of academic culture implicit in the concepts around acknowledgment
and avoiding plagiarism need to be unveiled.
Students from overseas who come to Australia to study are likely to
experience unfamiliar social and academic language expectations. Even when
students have a high level competency in English language, cultural aspects of
language style can be alarmingly different. Barraja-Rohan (2003) gives examples of
how students from Asia are bewildered by native English speaker reactions. These
include how people greet each other, give compliments, interrupt, demonstrate
friendship, and position their body space. In another study about intercultural
communication, specifically on interaction between university students from
individualist and collectivist cultures, Tan and Goh (2006, p. 660) quoted some
students from collectivist (Chinese) cultures as saying Australian individualistic ways
are “efficient” but “risky”, because an individual could get it wrong. The competitive
ideology behind Australian attitudes to knowledge might encourage efficiency and
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individual increase in knowledge, but assessment of an individual’s claim to
knowledge carries a higher risk of individual failure. According to Tan and Goh, not
only were the Chinese students alert to being “model” students, they were
cooperative and interdependent. Tan and Goh concluded that: “ironically, it can be
seen from the Chinese students’ behaviour and responses that it requires a great
sense of self-awareness and agency to adapt and accommodate oneself to various
interpersonal situations” (p. 662). Even with self-awareness, Hofstede and Hofstede
(2005) argue that cultural values are entrenched and frame the way students relate to
knowledge and how learning is developed and experienced.
Advocates for education of students with different cultural values and attitudes
to knowledge are in danger of using language which is disempowering (Saltmarsh,
2005) and of positioning the students as the ‘other’ and in some way lacking. Baurain
(in press, n.p.) explains this as a “colonialist stance towards writing teacherinternational student relationships: Cultural Others are “simple natives” who must
learn the sophisticated mysteries of Western academic discourse”. Handa and Fallon
(2006), in explaining the need for academic development workshops, say that:
[a characteristic of] international students in Western universities is their
inability to comply with the cultural and educational requirements of their host
institutes…[These students] may rarely have been previously required to
engage in critical analysis, argumentative writing or referencing; and they may
not have been required to participate in discussion at tutorials. (p.31)
Taking a different approach, and concerned about negative labelling of international
students, Melles (2003, p. 72) questioned “the construction of the second language
learners as deficient in their understanding of presumable stable academic practices
like using sources”. He called on the work of critical English writers, Benesch (2001)
and Pennycook (1996) for support.
The work of critical English and critical pedagogy directs teachers to question
what is entrenched, to find disadvantage, and to disrupt the hidden privileges in the
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prevailing academic culture. As a way of analysing academic culture and the
implementation of academic integrity, the critical English approach of Benesch (2001)
and Luke (2004), challenges researchers to not only scrutinize education practices
which marginalize learners, but also to be aware that the responsibility to change
does not belong only to students. As such, critical English was a wake up call for the
English language teaching movement which had acquiesced with colonisation in
pretending that it was politically neutral (Phillipson,1992), and had uncritically taken
up the role of preparing students to meet the expectations of the English speaking
university. In the case of non-native speakers of English, learning English increases
communication and education opportunities, but in actuality these students can be
disadvantaged. When university students who use an “international English”
(Modiano, 2004), which communicates effectively but uses non-native grammar
forms, are judged and penalised according to native speaker standards, it is the
native speakers who are privileged. Labelling non-natives as deficient can serve the
argument that these students require academic language and learning support, but
this can serve entrenched attitudes and maintain an existing system of privilege.
From the perspective of critical pedagogy, not only is the university a
hierarchical system, it is a culture whose acculturated members ensure its survival.
Critical pedagogues, such as Giroux (1995) and McLaren (1996), look for inequity in
education institutions and want to promote awareness of this inequity - its existence,
causes, and impacts. (For a discussion and critique of critical pedagogy, see Chapter
Six.) McLaren in arguing for a critical stance explains that problematizing can
“deepen and extend existing debates over multiculturalism, pedagogy, and social
transformation” (1996, p. 195). I argue that problematising plagiarism and
acknowledgment increases opportunities to understand more about the practices of
academic culture. Plagiarism can be framed as a problem of academic culture, and
critical analyst, Pennycook, notes that we in western universities impose our cultural
values and “promote our version of language and ownership” (1996, p. 212).
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Some western writers have been criticised for their claims about Asian
student writers. Phan (2006) from Vietnam, and Liu (2005) originally from China,
challenged Sowden’s (2005) idea that cultural conditioning leads Asian students to
inappropriate copying. While they acknowledged that his intention was well-meaning,
they argue that Sowden’s views are inaccurate and stereotype Asian students. Liu
pointed out that as a student he was taught not to copy and that “the concept of
‘plagiarism’ as an immoral practice has existed in China for a very long time” (2005,
p. 235). It is understandable that Phan and Liu are irritated by this focus on students’
deficiencies, and Liu defends the moral standing of his culture. In this thesis, I take
the position that rather than shaming individuals, greater communication is needed to
uncover the problem of plagiarism in Australian academic culture, and in Chapter
Seven, I investigate the sensitive issue of moral accusations in plagiarism.
Labels, such as “Asian”, when used to generalise attitudes to the use of
sources, acknowledgment, and cheating, can homogenise and undermine the issues
facing cultural groups and individuals. Bloch (2008) writes that “Chinese attitudes
toward intertextuality and remixing have never been monolithic but have greatly
varied across different periods and between different rhetoricians and philosophers”
(p. 223). While he suggests that, in principle, the Chinese approach to text
construction may not be that different from the western approach, like Chen, he
observes that attribution does not carry the same focus in Chinese writing as it does
in the west, although this is changing. Bloch argues that plagiarism is a problem of
language, and that, the problem is also pedagogical rather than moralistic, because it
is about working out the rules on intertextuality. By contrast, in a paper which is about
the moral issue of academic dishonesty in a medical college in India, Gitanjali (2004)
provides disturbing examples of widespread cheating which is tolerated and even
supported by staff. In principle, attitudes to cheating may not be different in India from
the west, but the report from this medical college suggests that for all sorts of reasons
practice does differ. Rather than trying to explain such practices and attitudes to
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attribution and cheating and labelling them as culturally strange, in Chapter Six, I
interpret the problem of plagiarism by positioning Australian academic culture as
‘strange’, and culturally different.
In this thesis I am interested in the concerns of international students, but I do
not assume that only students who use English as a second language and who were
educated overseas will have concerns about the concepts of plagiarism. Nor is the
problem of plagiarism exclusive to Asian students. Flowerdew and Yi (2007), who
provide an excellent coverage of the research on plagiarism and ESL students, cite
research which shows that students from a number of countries deal with the
strangeness of plagiarism and acknowledgment conventions; they claim that
plagiarism is thought of as an “Anglo-Saxon concept” (p. 162). Even to local students,
these conventions can seem strange when students meet them for the first time at
university. Roig in 1997, and Bertram Gallant; Chanock; Eisner and Vicinus; Howard
and Robillard; Maxwell et al. in 2008, and Power in 2009, suggest that confusion
could be a factor for all students. In addition, Maxwell et al. (2008) found in their study
“a relationship between level of understanding and rates of plagiarism, with rates of
plagiarism increasing as understanding decreased” (p. 30). This finding suggests that
plagiarism is a problem of teaching and learning.

Teaching and learning perspectives
Plagiarism and lack of academic integrity is widely presented as behaviour to be
redressed with education. While this approach typically leaves the phenomenon of
plagiarism unquestioned, it is well-intentioned. The move to reduce opportunities for
students to plagiarise shifts research away from finding fault with students because
they lack morals, and instead positions students as, at best requiring education, and
at worst as being ignorant. In the US, the ethics framework has been a strong force of
plagiarism research, while in Australia the need to educate students has been the
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impetus for plagiarism research. Evidence of this is demonstrated in “An analysis of
published research on academic integrity”, in which Fielden and Joyce (2008)
reviewed “125 published papers on academic integrity, all with Australasian authors”
(p. 4), and found “a ‘common’ view of AI [Academic Integrity] as a ‘problem’ that
needed to be ‘solved’ and authors reported on how they went about solving this
problem” (p. 14). Fielden and Joyce conclude that AI is predominately researched as
an artefact lacking the theoretical research needed to underpin further questioning
about why plagiarism occurs. They argue that positioning AI as “a problem” limits
research. While assuming that AI is only a competency which requires skills training
would restrain research, problematising AI could actually enable further research. So
in keeping with the tenor of Fielden and Joyce’s conclusion, rather than just applying
a skills solution, I question what constitutes plagiarism and how this fits with
academic integrity. What are the assumptions of the parts that make up the concepts
of plagiarism and academic integrity? The need to uncover these concepts is of
particular interest to this thesis, in which I seek understanding of the problem. I also
seek ways to share this understanding.
Given that much of the writing about plagiarism and academic integrity
(especially in Australia) is carried out by teachers in universities, it is not surprising
that the problem of plagiarism is viewed pragmatically as a pedagogical issue on
which to take action. Examples include approaches to develop students’ skills to
research and acknowledge appropriately (see Carroll, 2002; Chanock, 2003;
McGowan, 2005, 2007), and to develop useful guides to help students unfamiliar with
academic culture. For example, Barret and Malcolm (2006) and Emerson (2008)
demonstrated that software, typically used to detect plagiarism, can be used to teach
students how to reference appropriately. McGowan and Lightbody (2008), working
with students from Hong Kong, developed an activity of correcting plagiarised text
based on the cultural knowledge that students learn best from explicit concrete
examples, rather than the abstract approach of expecting students to apply
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referencing guides and rules to text construction. Walden and Peacock (2006, 2008)
have developed a graphic method for students to demonstrate their information
gathering process. Examples of the i-maps that their students developed can be seen
at http://www.art-design.herts.ac.uk/a/mihs/index.htm.
While some of the literature aimed at teaching acknowledgment and how to
avoid plagiarism may not challenge assumptions about plagiarism and academic
integrity, nor the appropriateness of some academic conventions, it fills a legitimate
need to teach students what they can expect at university. Analysis of the teaching
and learning experience which takes a critical stance, and so does not assume
common understandings between the students and the university is relevant to my
project. Senders (2008), in reflecting on student plagiarism behaviour, concluded that
some students are “ready to feel remorse, but not engage in intellectual inquiry, or to
engage with the ‘academic community’” (p. 203). This conclusion raises the issue of
the limitations of using academic integrity as a framework to help students to
understand the role of acknowledgment if they are not engaged in the university
learning experience (Senders, 2008; Horacek, 2009). This, in turn, raises the issue of
incorporating academic integrity into the whole university experience, rather than as
an add on, and enacting this in ways appropriate to students’ learning needs.
Teaching and learning research which critiques the conventions, expectations
and practice of synthesis in academic text construction supports the approach in this
thesis of problematising plagiarism and acknowledgment. Avenues for exploring the
expectations and rules of acknowledgment (and whether or not they do have a fixed
way of being) have included reviewing samples of student writing. Howard (1993,
1995, 1999) reflected on what first seemed to be plagiarism in her first year college
students’ work and realised that their efforts of putting together bits of source text with
their own writing actually represented an attempt to write academic discourse. She
referred to this as “patchwriting”: “copying from a source text and then deleting some
words, altering grammatical structures, or plugging in one-for-one synonym
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substitutes” (Howard, 1993, p.233). Similarly, Wilson (1997) referred to
“plagiphrasing” – a term invented by Whitaker in 1993, which refers to the combining
of copied and paraphrased text. An example of this is student essays which “consist
of chunks of language copied from the sources and cobbled together with topic
sentences, sub-headings and probably an introduction and conclusion in the
student’s own words” (Wilson, 1997, p. 43). Wilson suggested that students who put
(unacknowledged) words from sourced texts together with their ‘own’ are developing
their academic writing. Such textual copying strategies were also noted by Flowerdew
and Yi (2007, p. 164), who referred to the copying strategies of Chinese science
students learning to write research papers as “language re-use”.
By framing writing as a process of constructing texts from other texts,
Thompson (2004, 2005) and Thompson and Pennycook (2008) researched how
student writers develop the ability to synthesise source texts in their own writing.
They used Bakhtin’s (1986) theory of authorship and interaction to apply the notion of
“intertextuality” – a term referring to how any text is made up of other texts. In
defining intertextuality, Fairclough (1992, p. 102) explains that “all utterances are
populated, and indeed constituted, by snatches of others’ utterances, more or less
explicit or complete”. In place of plagiarism, Thompson (2004, 2005) uses the terms
‘transgressive” and “non-transgressive intertextuality”. With respectful use of student
voices to bring out the complexities of what is involved in learning the conventions of
citation, she and Pennycook critique these practices and conventions and explain
that:
intertextual borrowing cannot be adequately dealt with either in terms only of
detection and prevention or of simply teaching the correct citation practices
but can be best understood as one aspect of textual construction that is
deeply embedded in a wide variety of cultural, textual, and academic practices
that are centrally concerned with questions of language, education,
knowledge and identity. (Thompson & Pennycook, 2008, p. 128)
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Learning how to acknowledge and avoid plagiarism is one of the myriad
expectations of academic text making faced by students. Students can be confused
about how to meet the expectations of university tasks for a number of reasons. It
can seem to them that they must deal with incomprehensible readings, obscure
subject outcomes, mystifying assessment tasks and unclearly worded task
requirements (Pardoe, 2000). From this perspective, confusion about concepts of
plagiarism and acknowledgment seems to be a teaching and learning issue of
academic culture. Notwithstanding the attitudes that students bring to their learning,
there is an opportunity here for universities to take responsibility for teaching and
institutional practices. This issue is further critiqued in Chapter Eight, through analysis
of institutional practices.

Student perceptions
The struggle that students face in learning how to use the work of others to recreate
new texts is not always appreciated by their lecturers (Ivanic, 1998; Lee & Street,
1998). On the other hand, there are those who are interested in students’
perceptions, and who empathise with their struggle. Empathetic findings are more
likely to be seen in qualitative research into student plagiarism, rather than in the
more distanced quantitative analysis. This could be a reflection of a researcher’s
personal philosophy, and an empathetic stance could precede the choice of research
methodology. Whatever the interests or intentions behind the research into students’
perceptions, this sort of research is communicative and has given students a voice
which contributes to a deeper understanding of the student experience. Having a
voice is linked with having an opportunity to communicate and being listened to, and
this in turn legitimises a person’s understandings (Habermas, 1996).
Commencing students are trying to work out the rules they can follow at
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university. At a Canadian university, Shi (2010) interviewed and analysed the writing
of 16 students, three of whom were native English speakers. These undergraduates
brought sophisticated reasoning to their citation choices, even if some of their results
might have been labelled inappropriate or even plagiarised. Shi concluded that
students need to talk about how to reference, because in practice, there are “no hard
and fast rules on citation practices in scholarly texts” (p. 23) – a claim also made by
Gullifer and Tyson (2010). This indicates a need to further analyse discussion about
the concepts of citation practices. As the earlier discussion about variation in multiple
authorships and literacies revealed, the rules can be contextually bound in their
disciplines and genres.
The struggle to learn these academic rules can lead to student anxiety. Breen
and Maassen (2005) reported this struggle in their research on what students in an
Australian university had to say about learning to cite and avoiding plagiarism. They
ran focus groups with thirteen psychology students, local and international, from first,
second and third year levels. Breen and Maassen’s findings support the findings in
this thesis that students are concerned about how to appropriately reproduce ideas in
their own words. Further, they noted that students wanted more study opportunities to
work out how to do this. Building on Breen and Maassen’s project, in 2010, Gullifer
and Tyson ran seven focus groups with 41 students. Using their findings that
students had high levels of anxiety about being punished for inadvertent plagiarism,
Gullifer and Tyson argue for an academic integrity approach at their university. I also
see academic integrity as an important institutional framework, but I propose that its
implementation be analysed, rather than assuming it to be a resolution. A deeper
understanding of perceptions of plagiarism and how this can be communicated for
pedagogical return, along with the means to analyse academic integrity as an
institutional practice, is needed.
Acknowledging the importance of education for students, the paper, “The
student lifeworld and the meanings of plagiarism” (Ashworth, Freewood &
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Macdonald, 2003), also reported student perceptions. This research took a
phenomenological approach so that in the analysis of student interviews, researcher
presuppositions were to be bracketed. This enabled a report of three individuals’
experiences, and the conclusion that students should be introduced to “plagiarismavoidance” (p. 275) as a part of academic culture. In this research, the concept of
plagiarism, however, remains a problem of individual experience, and the readers are
not any wiser about what the presuppositions of the concept are or how to introduce
the concept to students. The methodology of this research aimed to describe what is,
while questioning assumptions, in order to reach an understanding of the
phenomenon. Groenewald (2004, p. 5) explains that in such a project: “the aim of the
researcher is to describe as accurately as possible the phenomenon, refraining from
any pre-given framework, but remaining true to the facts”. This requires the
researcher to “bracket”, that is suspend or put aside her own judgments, beliefs and
biases (Laverty, 2003, p. 6). The approach taken in my thesis is to acknowledge that
judgments, beliefs and biases are brought to the research task and rather than to
suspend these, the researcher’s role is to reflect on her position.
Of interest to my thesis is Power’s (2009) research into students’
understanding of the phenomenon of plagiarism. She reported on a focus group of
five students, individual interviews with 11 students, and another focus group of 11.
These students were first and second year locals at “a small university in southern
Maine” (p.645), hence the issue of students’ different cultural backgrounds was not
explored. Nevertheless, Power asked similar questions to those asked of the
international students in this thesis, and she found similar results, even though she
approached the analysis from a different theoretical basis. The students reported
being confused, irritated and fearful. They also reported a feeling of distance from
their lecturers and concern about inconsistent advice. The students had been
informed that plagiarism is not acceptable and directed to a definition and the
university policy, but they had not read the policy and despite being able to refer to
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the definition seemed to find it meaningless. A number of students “externalized”
plagiarism and explained it as something only of importance in the university context.
Only one student reported morality as a reason for not plagiarising.
Power argues that the theme of power is useful to analyse the students’
attitudes, and she explains that the students are adjusting to the power that their
professors have over their learning. Given this I am unsure why she finds it so
strange that students are so disconnected from the value of the phenomenon of
plagiarism. Initially, Power positions the students as needing to learn much. By
conclusion of the paper, she has moved to a more critical stance of the way
plagiarism is explained, even questioning its imposition on learning and suggesting its
role as gatekeeper is excluding students. Perhaps not her intention, but Power has
narrated her own story of listening to students.
For some students the struggle to find an academic voice is co-related to their
struggle to learn how to acknowledge. Ivanic (1997) reveals this in the story of how
she and her students as co-researchers explain identity in academic writing. Although
the focus of her text is not on plagiarism, Ivanic’s (1997) research on self-identity and
student writing provides an important conceptual approach to understanding how
students perceive the expectation and associated conventions of populating their
texts with the work of others. She concluded that the students in her research felt that
they lacked a voice in the academic ‘community’. Her research involved working with
eight mature-aged students to interpret their sense of self identity in their writing, and
to analyse their presentation of themselves in their written texts and their reflections
of these texts. From her empathetic and insightful analyses of the students’ work, I
have extracted some of her conclusions:


Students face the “dilemma” of copying: “They want to write in ways they have
encountered which they admire, yet there is a very fine line between
reprehensible copying and admirable imitation” (p. 196).



Competency in using the voices of others is learnt.
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Some students worry about plagiarism because they must use the words and
ideas of their lecturers and readings, but they are concerned that this
acquisition of language could be defined as plagiarism.



One approach to plagiarism is to see it as “a literary practice which can be
understood in terms of students’ struggles to achieve membership of the
discourse community” (p.197).
In this thesis, I am interested in student perspectives of plagiarism, not only to

gain understanding of the students’ experiences in learning to use the work of others
and to write academic texts, but also to learn more about the concepts of plagiarism
and acknowledgment. I am also interested in the contexts in which student plagiarism
is discussed, for example academic integrity, in which student plagiarism is discussed
as a matter of honest scholarship. While I have an empathetic interest in the
struggles that university students experience in trying to have a voice and avoiding
transgressing the conventions of using existing research, I acknowledge that
dishonest scholarship exists. Some students make decisions not to attribute but
rather to pretend another’s work is their own – they cheat. In the next sections, I
analyse the positioning of plagiarism as an immoral ‘act’, and then turn to the
literature dealing with dishonesty and intention to deceive.

The ‘immoral’ act
Plagiarism is often explained as an act. Randall (2001), in analysing what plagiarism
is and how it is understood, argues that plagiarism is revealed as a matter of reading
the act, and then uncovering the intentions behind the act:
As plagiarism is constructed by the judgment of readers, it is not the text itself
that is the object of accusation but the intentions behind the authorial act that
produced it. Readers of plagiarism, ostensibly recognizing repeated
discourse, are actually, as we shall see, readers of an act in which they
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recognize the absent, but presumably dishonest, intentions of a failed author.
(p. 125)
At face value, Randall’s statement that plagiarism is recognised in “repeated
discourse” is common sense, but repeated discourse is also what makes a text sound
appropriately academic (Wilson, 1997). The problem can be in determining which bits
of text can be repeated and, then whether or not the repeated discourse has been
repeated too much.
Randall’s description implies the need to judge the plagiarist, and positions
that person as a failed writer – it is not the text that fails but the “author”. The term
‘act’, as in a person has committed an act, positions plagiarism as an intended deceit
or crime. So, a plagiarist is a failure and immoral. Fair enough if the intention was to
cheat, but Wood (2004) demonstrates that from students’ perspectives this might not
be the case if they perceive that what they are doing is not authoring work. They
could see transferring information as sharing, rather than being immoral. In finding
the act and then judging the plagiariser, there is a movement of perspective. Howard
(2000) points out that, on the one hand, the act is a textual issue of university
regulations, supposedly dispassionate, on the other, the plagiariser is personalised,
either as unethical or as ignorant of citation conventions. This raises issues for the
judgment of plagiarism. Currently, university staff at all levels judge plagiarism, and
so the moral and emotional issues that underpin decision-making about whether or
not someone is a plagiariser are relevant to staff, as well as to students.
Intention is at the basis of plagiarism, but in practice, this is not always taken
into account. Remarkably, York, Lawson and McMahon (2009) in their review of
university policies from Australia, USA, Asia and UK did not find any cases where
intent was used to determine plagiarism. Furthermore, the following text from the
Purdue University makes it clear that students could be labelled as plagiarists, even if
they are naïve:
There are few intellectual offenses more serious than plagiarism in academic
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and professional contexts…
Research-based writing in American institutions, both educational and
corporate, is filled with rules that writers, particularly beginners, aren't aware
of or don't know how to follow. Many of these rules have to do with research
and proper citation. Gaining a familiarity of these rules, however, is critically
important, as inadvertent mistakes can lead to charges of plagiarism, which is
the uncredited use (both intentional and unintentional) of somebody else's
words or ideas. (Stolley & Brizee, 2010)

Without the test of intent to deceive, the sharers of information, the ignorant
and the careless will be labelled as failures and immoral. Using Randall’s claim that
“inadvertent” plagiarism is an incorrect label, the student writer who copies without
hiding the source or disguising the copied text cannot be a plagiarist. Poor notetaking – “the note-book syndrome”, and unconscious assimilation of another’s work
and text – cryptomnesia, (Randall, 2001, pp. 132 – 133) are reasons for unattributed
copying, they are not the acts of the plagiarist. On the other hand, university students
who claim they had to copy because they did not understand what they were
studying, had to get their work completed in time (Pulvers & Diekhoff, 1999), or they
were ill, or had a heavy workload would have no defence. Neither would the Brisbane
magistrate who claimed that illness and heavy workload made her plagiarise (The
Law Report, 2006). Whether or not there is a defence, questions still remain about
what role the university context plays in sustaining plagiarism, and how it should deal
with people who have plagiarised. To this end, I analyse attitudes to plagiarism,
dishonesty and the role of the university in implementing academic integrity.
While there have always been cheats, there has not always been such
widespread access to resources which enable student cheating, nor, as previously
noted, has there been such concern (Bertram Gallant, 2008). Universities are
educating students in an environment where students can easily access and use
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what others have created, and in turn they can create together and or reproduce
another’s work. In addition, the internet provides commercial opportunities to sell
work to students, which they can submit as their own for assessment.
Commonly known as cheat sites, there are websites which sell essays (with
“standards”); for example:


Custom writing service, plagiarism is not tolerated in any form, we use
plagiarism detection software to ensure your essay is 100% original…It is
easy to buy essay (sic) using our service... (EssaysDot.com, n. d.)



We do NOT sell prewritten dissertations or thesis papers. We complete all
doctoral dissertation research, writing, data collection, and statistical
analysis from top to bottom. All dissertation writing and research tasks are
100% original, based on the exact specifications provided to us by each
particular customer. One-of-a-kind and never resold! (PhDDissertations.com, 2001)

Some of these sites have appropriated the language of learning and teaching and
present themselves as legitimate learning communities, even though what they are
doing is selling essays and exams to enable cheating. See for example, from The
Student Room (n. d.), “Be part of the world’s biggest online student community, get
study help, personal & professional advice & access to student guides”.
Perhaps buying and selling essays is not so surprising in an environment
where education has become a commodity, marketed by the contemporary
university. Devlin and Gray (2007), in their discussion about international students
and plagiarism, speculate that the “privatisation” of Australian universities has been
coupled with students taking a consumer mentality towards getting a degree. They
suggest that staff need to engage in conversation with their students about the issue
of buying and selling essays. It has also been argued that with the commodification of
education, universities are getting what they deserve, and the purchasing of essays is
a tactic of students who are treated as consumers. Rather than arguing for greater
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vigilance in dealing with the dishonesty of plagiarism, Saltmarsh (2004) argues that if
universities were to recognise that they are subscribers to a market driven ideology,
they would have a clearer understanding of what is really going on. “The tactic of
plagiarism can thus be understood beyond its current constructions as ‘cheating’ or
‘academic misconduct’ and instead considered as a productive practice which
disrupts and subverts the consumption of education as a ‘product’…” (Saltmarsh,
2004, p. 454). Saltmarsh’s language re-frames plagiarism as a political act which
demands of universities that they critique their own practices, stop blaming students
and, instead, start looking at what they can do to improve their educational
approaches. While this brings a proactive perspective to academic integrity, it is a
limited framework in its disengagement from discussions of honesty.
There has been much interest in plagiarism as an issue of student dishonesty
in North America. Demonstrating this is the Center for Academic Integrity, established
in 1992, which takes an ethics based approach to dealing with cheating and the
problem of plagiarism. The articles and advice published on the site promote honesty
and aim to reduce student academic dishonesty. An example of this is the focus on
Honor Codes, in which students pledge that they will take on responsibility to deal
with cheating. The focus on taking a stand for honesty is laudable, but it assumes
that there is a common autonomous understanding of when inappropriate copying by
students amounts to cheating.
Research into student academic dishonesty and analysis of why students
plagiarise has not resulted in a clear picture of what is going on. Lambert, Hogan and
Barton (2003) explored the issue of student academic dishonesty, but their review of
research in this area revealed great variation in the findings about the student
disposition for dishonesty. In general, there is also great variation in the statistics
about the incidence of student cheating. Lambert et al. (2003) claimed that in the US
less than 49% of university students cheat, while earlier in 1997, McCabe and
Trevino noted the range from 13% to 95%, and more recently, McCabe (2004)
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claimed that more than 64% cheated, but Bertram Gallant (2008, p. 3) suggested that
the range of students reporting to have engaged in forms of academic misconduct is
from 1% to 90%. Variations in findings about student dishonesty and plagiarism are
not surprising, given that much of the quantifiable data are based on self-declaration
in surveys, and the definitions of what constitutes plagiarism are subject to
interpretation.
Of more value to those who are interested in creating an environment in which
plagiarism is reduced and understanding is increased, is research which asks
students about their practices. In research conducted at one Australian university
(Devlin & Gray, 2007), 156 students were interviewed in focus groups about why they
thought students plagiarised. The results were categorised into eight reasons:
“inadequate admission criteria, poor understanding of plagiarism, poor academic
skills, teaching or learning issues, laziness or convenience, pride in plagiarizing,
pressures, and education costs” (p. 187). The quotes from the students indicate that
they faced a number of pressures, but the interviews did not delve into students’
concerns about plagiarism. Working in focus groups was acknowledged by the
authors as a limitation on the sort of information that students would share; for
example, they would be unlikely to talk about where they have plagiarized or where
they have felt ignorant about citation practices.
While much of the research quantifying student plagiarism presents an
alarming picture which requires action to stop plagiarists, there are writers who make
passionate declarations of alternate positions and draw attention to the injustice of
some penalising actions. Perhaps because of the strength of the ‘moral’ movement to
stamp out plagiarism in students and promote academic integrity in North America
(see the Center for Academic Integrity, 2007), counter voices (for example, Ede &
Lunsford, 2001; Eodice, 2008; Howard, 2000) have challenged the positioning of
plagiarism as unquestionably and intentionally transgressive. Howard (2000) has
argued that for authorship, the moral attribution of originality is a cultural imposition of
42

“hierarchized textual values” (p. 486), which personalises plagiarism and damns the
student plagiarist. Valentine (2006) provides a compelling account of how labelling
the incorrect citation practices of the beginning student as ‘dishonest’ actually
impedes acquisition of academic discourse. The reasonableness of positioning
plagiarism as a moral problem has also been questioned by those who see the
connection between damning plagiarists and legitimizing the university’s power
(Cadman, 2003; Kuiper, 2005; Martin, 1994). Randall (2008, pp. 121) notes that
plagiarism in academe is coloured as an immoral act which condemns the
perpetrator, whereas in literary circles it is read with greater tolerance. She argues
that plagiarism in higher education can be a matter of power with dominant members
of the culture, namely “professors”, attacking student “victims”, perhaps projecting
their own fear of being discovered for less than meticulous citation. More recently,
promotion of academic integrity has been less about moralising and more about
pedagogy which aims to reduce the distance between teachers and their students
(Twomey, White & Sagendorf, 2009).
There is a cultural imposition in damning students as plagiarists if they
wrongly copy; on the other hand, universities have interests in reducing opportunities
to cheat. In the next section, I review the academic integrity framework and its
implementation as a means to support scholarship and reduce cheating.

Academic integrity
Since 2001, when Pecorari wrote about how Australian universities posted
unacknowledged copied text on their web sites to instruct students not to plagiarise,
approaches to dealing with student plagiarism have become more sophisticated. In
recent years, university statements about plagiarism have moved from punitive
stances to being more about promoting education and academic integrity (Breen &
Maassen, 2005; Bretag & Green, 2009; Devlin & Gray, 2007). Bertram Gallant in her
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monograph Academic Integrity in the 21st Century: A Teaching and Learning
Imperative (2008) presents a comprehensive overview, from the rise of concern
about student misconduct to the development of approaches to academic integrity.
She suggests caution rather than dramatising academic misconduct as a serious
contemporary problem, and she promotes a teaching and learning approach as do
Introna, Hayes, Blair and Wood (2003) and McGowan (2007).
A teaching and learning strategy, rather than blaming students, shifts
responsibility to a whole of university concern. In promoting such an approach,
Bertram Gallant (2008) expands the call for integrity as not just a matter of student
behaviour, but to include teaching and administration staff. To achieve the aims of the
teaching and learning strategy, she calls for academic integrity officers to be situated
in teaching and learning centres or for the development of an academic integrity
office dealing with students and staff. I note here that Mainka, Raeburn and Earl
(2006, p. 23), in their paper, “A UK institution’s university-wide approach to
plagiarism: First results and recommendations”, were alarmed at the lack of
academics interested in engaging with issues of educational integrity. Bertram
Gallant suggests that statements of integrity, rather than being about rule
compliance, be embedded in standards of practice relevant to particular disciplines.
She calls for a distinction between fraud and failure, for the complexities of authorship
and knowledge building to be acknowledged, and for assessments to be changed, to
be for learning not just of learning, to be relevant, individualized, and learner
orientated.
In addition to pedagogy, other approaches have been to argue for whole of
institutional responses to deal with issues of consistency in policy and practice
(Bretag & Green, 2009; Carroll, 2002; Carroll & Appleton, 2005; Devlin, 2006;
Macdonald & Carroll, 2006; Yeo & Chien, 2007). Lack of consistency and irregular
practices at the institutional level have been topics of critical research in the UK and
Australia. Carroll, from the UK, has been instrumental in bringing attention to the
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problem of inconsistency in dealing with plagiarism. She set up the model of
Academic Misconduct Officers / Academic Integrity Officers, in which teaching staff
within their faculties were trained and supported to make consistent decisions about
allegations of student plagiarism and cheating (Carroll & Appleton, 2001; Carroll,
2002). Since then, Carroll has been active in researching and reviewing how
universities can implement whole of institution approaches to plagiarism (Carroll &
Appleton, 2005; Macdonald & Carroll, 2006). Also from the UK, Duggan’s work on the
“Plagiarism Road Map” (2005) and the AMBeR Project (Tennant, Rowell & Duggan,
2007) has focused on consistency and guidelines. The AMBeR project was
developed, in response to the call by the Independent Adjudicator for Higher
Education, to flush out the unfair variations in how students across and within
universities were penalized for plagiarism. In Australia, Devlin (2003, 2006; James,
McInnis & Devlin, 2002) and Bretag (2005, 2007) have advocated for whole of
university approaches, but despite these calls, implementation has been frustrated.
The call for consistency seems reasonable. In the University of Cape Town, de
Jager and Brown (2010) found that inconsistency in how plagiarism was dealt with
was a concern for staff, and furthermore low reporting could suggest that some
dishonest students are evading detection. Breen and Maassen (2005, p. 3) have
argued that inconsistency in how plagiarism is dealt with can leave students confused
and fearful. On the other hand, in a recent work, Bretag and Green (2009) have
critiqued a simplistic rules-based approach to applying consistency in dealing with
plagiarism and academic misconduct. They argue for compassion, and that rather
than a “simplistic, formulaic approach” (p. 16), in order to be fair, judgments should
“take into account the life experiences and circumstances of students” (p. 14). This
raises the question of how this can be achieved across an institution. Later in this
thesis, I review the concepts of compassion, justice and fairness and how to take a
whole of university approach to implementing academic integrity.
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My review of the literature demonstrates that there is much interest in student
plagiarism and the role of academic integrity in universities. There is a number of
ways of viewing and defining plagiarism, and these ways are contested and
changing. Plagiarism is seen as a matter of determining authorship for appropriate
reward in the face of changing contexts and technology, a matter of acknowledgment,
assessment and gate-keeping, and a construct of western academic convention. It is
perceived as a pedagogical concern, a result of poor text making, ignorance, and a
ridiculous imposition. On the other hand, some see it as an act of theft and immoral
intention. Clearly there is a variety of understandings, and this matters, because
getting it wrong has implications for universities and carries penalties for students.
The research shows that there is a need to continue the discussion about the
concepts around plagiarism and academic integrity, rather than assuming common
knowledge and understanding, and a further need to find ways to communicate
understandings of these concepts, which are often tacit or even occluded in
academic culture. The presuppositions brought to the topics of plagiarism and
academic integrity and the frameworks for analysis can both limit perception and
enable exploration paths. For example, those who see students as being
disadvantaged because they do not meet the expectations of their assessors are
likely to take a skills approach (a criticism implied by Fieldon and Joyce (2008));
others see the problem as being a need to change student mindsets and see the
need for cognitive change (Walden & Peacock, 2008); while others argue for an
academic literacies’ approach, in which acknowledgment is discipline based and its
enactments not likely to be transferable across disciplines (Clugston, 2008).

In this chapter, I have previewed the literature to provide a context of what
has already been researched in the area of plagiarism and academic integrity in
higher education. I have provided a historical context and reviewed areas of
authorship and language, acknowledgment and originality. I have discussed research
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into cultural differences, teaching and learning perspectives and student perceptions.
I have discussed perspectives on plagiarism as an ‘immoral’ act and investigated the
research on academic integrity and its implementation. This review has demonstrated
that even though student plagiarism and acknowledgment have been much written
about recently, there is still a need to develop a deeper conceptual and practical
understanding of the issues. The review shows that there is a need to critically
examine the assumptions about plagiarism and academic integrity, and the contexts
in which these take place. I also note that despite the worthwhile models for
academic integrity, in Australia there is little research reviewing the implementation of
academic integrity.
In the next chapter, I explain the hermeneutic approaches of this thesis, and I
introduce the theory of communicative action, which is used to inform my analysis of
the texts in the rest of the thesis. I explain how I collected and analysed the student
data, and the methods I used to create and interpret the published texts which also
became data.
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Chapter Three: Hermeneutic analysis and tools of
inquiry
In this chapter, I explain the hermeneutic approach of this thesis. In the first sections,
I introduce the qualitative methodology and then I present Habermas’s concept of
communicative action which provides a conceptual understanding for how effective
communication about the issues of plagiarism and academic integrity can take place.
Communicative active provides the epistemological basis for the hermeneutic
methodology of this thesis. I explain how hermeneutic approaches are applied to
interpreting the texts of this thesis, and I describe the methods for collecting and
analysing data. In addition, I discuss the limitations of the methodology, analyse my
role and conclude with a consideration of ethical issues.

Introduction
In trying to find out what was going on with plagiarism and academic integrity, the
hermeneutic methodology has emerged as the way to progress the investigation.
From a critical and emancipatory approach (Habermas, 1979; Ricoeur, 1981), this
methodology is underpinned by the theory of communicative action. Communicative
action provides the possibility for understanding and critique through the human
capacity to reason and reflect. The methodology enabled inquiry through the
incorporation of a range of perspectives from the literature and different methods to
produce, explain and analyse texts. In an iterative process these texts have become
the data which I have analysed. This incorporation of different methods for different
inquiries is what critical pedagogue Kincheloe would have called a “methodological
bricolage” (2008, p. 4); Denzin and Lincoln (2005, p.4) would label such a researcher
as a bricoleur, “who produces a bricolage…a pieced-together set of representations
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that is fitted to the specifics of a complex situation”. In this thesis, the multiple
representations are parts that make up the whole and lead to an articulation of the
complexities in the problem of plagiarism in academic culture.
The hermeneutic approach can incorporate qualitative or quantitative
methods, depending on the circumstances of a research project. Prasad (2002, p. 26)
claims that this is “one of the strengths” of hermeneutics, because “it does not
fetishize method”. I use qualitative methods and analyse a topic from different
perspectives, use different tools of analysis, and bring these together through
reflection and interpretation of texts. The term qualitative can encompass a range of
theories and methods; Denzin and Lincoln (2000, p. 3) provide a generic definition
which provides a useful base for explaining this range:
Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the
world. It consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the
world visible. These practices transform the world. They turn the world into a
series of representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations,
photographs, recordings, and memos to self. At this level, qualitative research
involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This means that
qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to
make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people
bring to them.
The representations, things, phenomena and concepts which I examine are in the
context of the academic world. I try to make sense of these in texts, and then
interpret and analyse these texts. The texts are student perceptions about plagiarism
and articles I have written about concepts and how to take action in an academic
integrity framework. As the data for this research, the texts are in spoken and written
forms. A text can be understood as both an individual comment and a collection of
comments making a whole, and in a further iteration a text is also the response and
critique of a pre-existing text.
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Qualitative research can give license to emergent research. Somerville (2007,
p. 228) argues that emergence in the research process is what happens in all
research and is part of the transformation of the researcher becoming aware of her
own involvement in the research creation. In these days of postpositivist research,
when all studies are open to analysis, Guba and Lincoln (2005, p. 191) point out that:
“inquiry methodology can no longer be treated as a set of universally applicable rules
or abstractions.” They argue that methodology emerges from the circumstances of
the researcher and that which is being researched. In this thesis, the methodology
enabled analysis of texts and an iterative and self-reflective approach.
In the next part of this chapter, I explain how the philosophy of communicative
action provides the theoretical basis for the aims of this thesis.

Communicative Action
Of particular interest to this thesis is Habermas’s theory of communicative action,
which advances the possibility that the basis of reasoned consensus lies in language
and communication. I use this theory to uncover lack of consensus and
misunderstandings about plagiarism, and then report on these with the intention of
enabling communication. In his work, The Theory of Communicative Action (1984,
1987), Habermas reviews social theorists, such as Marx, Parsons, Weber, Adorno,
Horkheimer, Mead and Durkheim, and so builds his own conclusions about society.
He was greatly influenced by the Frankfurt School, which included his teachers,
Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse, Habermas, but did not limit his understandings to
their critical theory. They provided a critical analysis of modern society (Gouthro,
2006), albeit a negative one, which was the seed for Habermas to develop his
interest in enlightenment. From this he developed his emancipatory theory built upon
the role of language. His defence of the enlightenment is controversial, yet Habermas
remains an influential and much cited theorist. Born in 1929 in Germany, he saw the
impact of war and Nazi power (Edgar, 2006), and perhaps for this reason does not
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associate himself with particular ideologies, but argues for political emancipation and
the power of the rational argument.
Although the theory of communicative action exposes miscommunication as
often unrecognised because humans assume communication has taken place,
Habermas argues that the process of communication has the potential for shared
understanding. His theory of communicative action provides an important contribution
to understanding of what it is to be a human. In his social theory, there are two types
of action: strategic and communicative. The former is success oriented in which
achievement of an outcome is manipulated to meet an actor’s interests. In contrast,
communicative action is about harmony and agreed or negotiated outcomes to which
actors commit themselves. It is through communicative action that humans reach
agreement, because, “agreement cannot be imposed or brought about by
manipulating one’s partner in interaction, for something that patently owes its
existence to external pressure cannot even be considered an agreement”
(Habermas, 1990, p 134).
In his concept of the ideal speech situation, Habermas sets up the conditions
for the perfect discussion. No one is excluded or imposed upon, and all
communication can be measured against rational argument. Edgar (2006, p. 65)
explains that to argue that this is “utopian” is to misunderstand; the ideal speech
situation is a critical tool which can reveal the distortions of attempts at
communication. Real communication – the ideal speech situation - exists when the
parties come into the conversation, not to manipulate and trick, but to reach mutual
agreement. From the ideal speech situation, Habermas builds his normative theory of
communication: discourse ethics. In this theory of communication, he analyses the
process of communicating about morality and refutes a relativist stance. I use this
analysis to review the concepts of plagiarism as matters of morality and convention.
Communicative action does not mean there is never disagreement, rather
there is the potential to argue rationally, be open to challenges and to resolve
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disagreement. And those who behave rationally have “a willingness to expose
themselves to criticism and, if necessary, to participate properly in argumentation”
(Habermas,1991, p. 18). Habermas could even claim to follow this ‘code’, and his
work shows “a willingness to engage with his critics, and frequently to modify or even
radically change his positions in the light of their comments” (Edgar, 2006, p. xiv). He
has worked and debated with a number of philosophers, including Foucault,
Gadamar and Radnitzky. Like them, he sees the need to question and review, but he
differs by maintaining the possibility of real understanding through the power of
argumentation.
Habermas’s theory, which explains language as the human capacity for
reasoning and understanding, is very appealing in its simple universal elegance. This
does not deny that human understanding is fragile and subject to disagreement, but
even these disagreements are “almost always framed in background assumptions or
conventions on which there is consensus” (Habermas, 1991, p. 246). This theory of
rationality or argumentation rests on there being the universal principle, which
humans acquiesce to in the speech type, which allows reasons or grounds to be the
measure of the validity of an argument. In my research, analysing the assumptions
underpinning the conventions of acknowledgment and plagiarism is a means to
reveal not only where there is consensus but also where it is lacking.
In The Theory of Communicative Action (1984), Habermas argues that
communicative action provides understanding of the world we live in, and can help
phenomenology to explain experience. This is also the case for the hermeneutic
dilemma, in which members of a culture know what they are doing, but their actions
seem unintelligible to an outsider, because their knowledge is intuitive and not
articulated (p.164). On the other hand, only the outsider can bring attention to the
strangeness of what is known. This world we live in - the lifeworld is “represented by
a culturally transmitted and linguistically organized stock of interpretive patterns” (p.
124). The lifeworld is always present but in the background of action, so that we
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move within our language and culture when we take action. From a
phenomenological frame the lifeworld can be separated into elements of
“grammatically regulated relations” and “a linguistically organized stock of knowledge”
(p. 124), even though there remains the unquestionable, taken-for-grantedness of the
lifeworld. A hermeneutic approach accesses a deeper understanding of the lifeworld,
by taking into account the contexts through which people report their ‘true’ stories,
and in so doing leads to reflections on how well the subjects and their collectives are
faring (pp. 135 – 137). The danger here is to assume that because something
happens and is narrated therefore it is natural and is as it should be – the accusation
of relativism. In his later work, Moral consciousness and communicative action,
Habermas (1990) proposes discourse ethics as the theoretical means to deal with the
moral problem of relativism and to bring integrity into research. This is particularly
important for the discussion in Chapter Seven.
There has been much criticism of The Theory of Communicative Action.
According to the critics, Habermas is idealistic (Honneth & Joas, 1991), and he does
not problematise the idea of enlightenment with its claims to universalist principles
supporting modernity (Arnason, 1991, p. 210). For the purposes of the current
research, I argue that rather than being idealistic, Habermas provides the
emancipatory possibility of communication and understanding. If misconceptions and
conceptions about plagiarism can be uncovered, educators will have greater
understanding about what and how to communicate to students about the topics of
plagiarism and academic integrity. By accepting that there are reasons why people
hold the views they do about plagiarism, a modernist approach enables the possibility
that superior arguments and understanding can prevail. Much of the text construction
expected of Australian university students is based on such principles, and so the
enlightenment project is ongoing. The idea of enlightenment is problematised if
understood in the context of communicative action. Communicative action is a
theoretical elucidation of the distortions of ‘communication’ and takes into account
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that the ideal of the enlightenment, by providing a possibility, also creates a measure.
For the purposes of my research the concept of possibility inside communicative
action has enabled relief from the dark view of the critical theorists.
Berger (1991) criticises Habermas for setting up communicative action as
being the best way to conduct social analysis. Clearly, communicative action is not
the only way to conduct social analysis; however, it does provide a framework which
explains why some actions do not achieve consensus. For example, a university
which only seeks compliance to its rules is strategic and thus unlikely to lead to
emancipatory understanding and reduction of confusion. Communicative action lacks
specific methods for how to go about analysing how such actions take place, but it
has value as a theory for explaining, rather than being a method for conducting
research. Certainly, Habermas does not give explicit directions for how to conduct
communicative action research, so it is hard to defend this philosophy as appropriate
methodology, even though Habermas himself (1991) claims it as a methodology.
Pedersen (2009) criticises Habermas for not being explicit about how to test his own
claims, but for the purposes of my thesis, communicative action is not used as a
methodology. In this thesis, communicative action is the theoretical justification for
the inquiries into the communications and miscommunications around plagiarism,
and it explains why understanding of plagiarism and its related concepts is incorrectly
assumed to have occurred.
The inquiries in my thesis have been supported by Habermas’s
communicative action philosophy because it allows the inclusion of multiple view
points in the task of making sense of the world at hand. From the perspective of
empirical research, this acceptance of multiple viewpoints and lack of hypothesis
testing in Habermas’s work is a criticism not a strength (Pedersen, 2009, p. 394). The
alternative view that I take is to approach theory as a means to deepen
understanding and what is made possible, rather than to propose hypotheses to be
tested for how they explain scientific truth. Pedersen suggests that this taking on of “a
55

theoretical and methodical pluralism” becomes “pragmatism” (p. 389) and that
Habermas takes apart existing theories and reconstructs them in his own way. This
reconstruction of theory as a possible methodology provides a way for the
hermeneutic approach to be a methodology, rather than just an analysis of human
communication, as Gadamer (1976) would have it. I have limited the use of
communicative action by approaching it as theory; I apply the principles of
hermeneutic methodology to the research (Habermas, 1979; Radnitzky 1973). At the
same time, including multiple perspectives has led me to new ways of viewing the
problem of plagiarism in academic culture, and communicative action theory has
enabled my analysis of these.
Habermas has also been criticised for limited analysis of power issues
(Arnason, 1991). In this thesis, I deal with this limitation by using Foucault’s (1991)
explanations of interests to explain how those in positions of power can see the world
so differently from those who do not acquiesce to the expected rules of behaviour.
The theory of communicative action does not analyse how in the real world a
community might actually function, nor does it supply practical guidelines for how to
deal with abuse and distorted communication.
I understand Habermas to be promoting a balance between the lifeworld and
the system. In contrast, Alexander (1991, p. 59) finds that in Habermas’s analysis,
cultural life communications (the lifeworld) are presented as unquestioningly superior
to the “rationalised” communications of systems and organisations (for example,
those of modern capitalism). Certainly, in his earlier works, for example Knowledge
and human interests (1972), Habermas presents pre-industrialised societies as not
afflicted by a dehumanising system. Later, when Habermas (1987) points out the
danger of the system taking over the lifeworld, he explains this as an imbalance. I
discuss this further in Chapter Eight, with reference to the need for instrumental
action in large organisations. Habermas’s theory of communicative action explains
interactions in a university, where the educational purpose of the institution fits with a
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lifeworld definition, while the hierarchical and increasingly market driven organisation
fits with a system approach.
Habermas has been criticised for not being scientific, but he contributes to
social analysis by defending an interpretive, self-reflective approach and pointing out
that humans live in a world they construct through their language (Perdersen, 2008).
Thompson (1981) commends Habermas for setting up a “project” which posits
language as the means to critique through self-reflection. This project, however,
according to Thompson, is “confused and incomplete” (p. 168), and my review of
Habermas’s work indicates that he has not produced any systematic methods for
conducting self-reflection. Nevertheless, Habermas again offers possibility. In this
case, it is the chance to reveal “the subjectively produced illusions that objectively
constrain the social actor, constituting part of the particular self-formative process of
an individual or group” (Thompson, 1981, p. 169).
Building on earlier hermeneutic understandings about possibilities and
emancipation, Habermas developed his emancipatory hermeneutic approach.
Humans construct their own traditions through their self-reflections, so they are not
just at the mercy of an existing tradition which is present in the presuppositions
brought to every communication (Prasad, 2002). While Gadamer (1976) argues that
presuppositions / prejudices control communication so there is no opportunity for
reasonable social analysis, Habermas (1979) points out that some prejudices are
rejected and argues for the power of self-reflection. In this way Habermas opens up
the hermeneutic approach, and uses the theory of communicative action to explain
the possibility of communication so that the implicit can become explicit.
In the next section, I present the hermeneutic approach of this thesis, and I
explain how this allowed the methodology to incorporate philosophical, emanciptory
and praxiological elements.
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Hermeneutic methodology
Hermeneutics is suited to this thesis because I can interpret the texts I have written
by considering all the parts of the whole, while aiming for continued questioning of the
concepts of plagiarism. Hermeneutics like phenomenology is about the lifeworld, but
it acknowledges the personal, social, historical and cultural contexts of the researcher
and the researched, so that they are incorporated in the research rather than being
bracketed from the research. Who we are is the meaning we make: the “meaning is
found as we are constructed by the world while at the same time we are constructing
this world from our own background and experiences” (Laverty, 2003, p. 8).
Once limited to analysing religious texts, the important functions of
hermeneutics were to make sense of the texts by analysing their contexted meanings
and the intentions of their authors. Philosophical hermeneutics developed to
encompass all communications as texts not just the written words of religious or
spiritual texts and, rather than working out the intention of the author, the sense is
made from what is said and done and the interaction of the reader with the text.
Gadamer (2006, p. 41) asks his readers to consider that understanding is more than
“the reproduction of the author’s production”. Analysing the meaning that the reader
makes of the author’s production is an interpretive process relating to the contexts of
the text and its reader. This interpretive process is both circular and iterative.
Heidegger, who proposed hermeneutics from Husserl’s phenomenology,
called for an interpretive process to deepen understanding “through a hermeneutic
circle which moves from the parts of experience, to the whole of experience and back
and forth again…” (Laverty, 2003, p. 9). The role of understanding this process is to
recognise that it is built on a “preunderstanding” (Butler, 1998, p. 290) brought to the
parts, from which interpretation of the whole is made. Gadamer (1976) also points out
that the parts of the whole determine the whole, which in turn determines the
understanding of the parts, because the reader anticipates the meaning of the whole
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from the parts. Butler (1998) explains this as “the intuitive anticipation of the ‘whole’
and its subsequent articulation in the ‘parts’” (p. 290). Reflecting on the context,
therefore, becomes important in analysing this interpretive circle. This reflection in
turn takes up the iterative process which is limited yet open to more interpretation.
Reflections on contexts go some way to deepen understanding, yet their
interpretation is always limited by the horizon (Gadamer, 1976) of the interpreter. This
horizon represents the limits of what the interpreter can see yet it moves with
understanding.
From Gadamer, I understand that there is always a knowledge context.
Knowledge is always based on something, just as understanding is always based on
something and so is always judgmental, hence the need to explain the context in
hermeneutic methodology. Gadamer (1976, 1977) explains that we are never
objective and free from bias; we need to have some knowledge from which we make
meaning, and then we are able to learn more and ask questions. He declares,
however, that “it is not so much our judgments as it is our prejudices that constitute
our being” (1977, p. 9). These prejudices, or pre-judgments, can enable greater
understanding, but they can also be negative judgments that narrow view and restrict
production. While essentially negative about ridding ourselves of negative prejudice,
Gadamer does allow for a consciousness of prejudice “when we encounter a text
whose meaning challenges the truth of our prejudices” (Prasard, 2002, p. 19). In the
case of my inquiries, this allows the possibility of noticing what was previously
unnoticed by returning to a text and its context with new knowledge.
Hermeneutics takes a dialectic approach to understanding text, allowing the
hermeneutic researcher to be open to the possibility of making particular meanings
from a universal (Mueller-Vollmer, 1985) as well as discovering unexpected
meanings. A universal could be that all interviews should be analysed with the same
methods to aim for true accounts, but for a particular interview, a different analysis
which takes into account particular circumstances could be more revelatory and so
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give a more ‘truthful’ account. The hermeneutic researcher engages with the world
then disengages, is passionately involved in the analysis of the text, then is
dispassionate and steps back to review the understanding of the text by considering
its circumstances. This process fitted with my approach of trying to understand the
texts I was reading and writing for this thesis. Trying to understand the meaning of a
statement can also involve taking into account the motivation for the statement, but
this is never fully possible. Gadamer (2006, p.46) explains that:
[hermeneutics] understands every statement not merely in its logical valence
but as the answer to a question, and this means that whoever understands
must understand what the question is, and since understanding must gain the
meaning of an utterance from the history of its motivations, it must necessarily
move beyond the logically graspable content of the statement.

The world is understood through language, which is both limiting and
emancipating. “Thinking itself happens as an inner dialogue in language…Language
is not a sign system used to designate already known beings. Language itself brings
beings into presence within historically effected consciousness” (Schmidt, 2006, p.
126). Gadamer argues that we can never really understand our world because it is
through language that we must explain the world, and language is developed through
our world. On the other hand, Habermas acknowledges that language is the
expression of tradition looking to the horizon, but he sees that in language is the
power to change prejudice. Rather than seeing the unavoidability of prejudice as
essentially a restriction on insight, Habermas (1990) sees that there is always the
possibility of reflection and communication. He argues that it is our ability to
communicate, based on the premise that we actually can communicate, that is both
our negative being and our possibility (see the discussion earlier in this chapter).
Language is constructed and changes according to circumstances, negative and
positive. This perception fits with the critical hermeneutics approach (Habermas,
60

1972), in which the ability to reflect on this knowledge formation is a means to
understand and to be self-formative.
Gadamer and Habermas differ on the power of reflection and communication.
Gadamer (1977) does not deny that self-reflection for the reviewer of texts is a means
to deeper understanding, and he acknowledges that self-reflection is a means to take
notice of what had been unnoticed. He writes that “the real power of hermeneutical
consciousness is our ability to see what is questionable” (1977, p. 13), but he is not
enthusiastic about any emancipatory possibilities in the hermeneutic approach. He
argues that we are always prejudiced, and that Habermas is assuming an objectivist
position in his claims for communicative action and the possibility of the ideal speech
situation. For Habermas (1972, p.198) “the experience of the emancipatory power of
reflection articulates itself substantially in the concept of a self-formative
process…The pursuit of reflection knows itself as a movement of emancipation.”
Through this debate between Gadamer and Habermas about emancipation, the
divergence of philosophical hermeneutics and critical hermeneutics is exemplified.
Gadamer (2004) argues that tradition and authority need to be “affirmed, embraced
and cultivated” (p. 282). Habermas argues for action. Schmidt explains that,
“Habermas proposes a theory of communicative action where rational reflection has
the power to review the genesis of our prejudices and thereby criticize illegitimate
ones. In this manner ideologies and their associated texts can be exposed and
refuted” (2006, p.170). The critical hermeneutics of Habermas has the power to
reflect on what and why something is said and done, and allows the possibility not
only to deepen understanding, but also to enable action.
Another critical hermeneut, Ricoeur, provides a way to be critical. He
proposes a dialectic of explaining and understanding and trying to achieve correct
understanding, because he claims that misunderstanding through ideological
distortion supports exploitation. Furthermore, Ricoeur argues that by trying to
understand what others have meant, we learn about ourselves, even though we can
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never disassociate from our “belonging” to our social grouping (Ricoeur, 1981, p.
243). According to Thompson (1981), who translates and critiques Ricoeur, Ricoeur’s
hermeneutic analysis acknowledges the author in the text, rather than separating a
text from its author. Leonardo argues that, “the individual objectifies her subjectivity
through the work of discourse and it is the task of hermeneutics to interpret the world
she projects” (2003, p. 335). For Ricoeur, however, this does not mean that
hermeneutics is about trying to interpret what the author meant. Quite the opposite,
Ricoeur (1981) proposes that the text is understood according to the meaning that
the author’s text projects. This involves reflecting on how the text is a reaction to its
contexts and the author’s subjectivity.
In this sense, Ricoeur explains the text as autonomous, but not isolated from
the world in which texts are made. An author could intend a particular meaning, but in
the actual writing the text becomes an entity which “can escape from the author’s
restricted intentional horizon” (Ricoeur, 1981, p. 91). It is from this that Ricoeur
develops his emancipatory critical hermeneutics. While Gadamer held the need to
respect intention and the tradition behind the text, Ricoeur argues that what the text
brings is not limited to the (hidden) intention, it is “a world unfolded in front of [the
text]” (p. 93). Thus, the text has the power to expand (or reduce) the power of the
author. Like Habermas, Ricoeur brings to our attention the possibility of seeing what
we did not previously know and so enables “the power-to-be” (p. 93). Once possibility
is enabled, critique is present in the subversive power to question what was and what
is, because the given reality can be challenged.
Explicit methods for engaging in a hermeneutic investigation do not abound.
Ricoeur is informative about the possibility of interpretation of the world in front of the
text, and he invites engagement in analysis of the whole of the domain of a text,
rather than just pursuit of subjective intention and experience. He is open to the
development of methods for doing this. The danger in determining such methods, to
which Gadamer and Habermas have alluded, is that this closes recognition of the
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possibility of alternative approaches and interpretations. But even this position is
open to alternative interpretation. A predetermined analytic tool is a limit, and so any
method, by definition, imposes a narrowing of perception, but the alternative would be
to have no method. From Gadamer’s reasoning, hermeneutics cannot be a
methodology – he even warns against using it in an objectivist fashion because it
must offer a reflection on the limits of scientific control (Gadamer, 2006, p. 52). He
sees hermeneutics as explaining a way of being and a questioning of the meaning of
that being. A critical hermeneutics, however, invites methods to reveal what is being
unfolded.
For the purposes of this thesis, I needed a methodology that would provide
methods that allow me to expand my horizons and to see beyond my context and
intentions, and in turn to see new understandings and critique these. Kvale and
Brinkmann (2009, p. 211) have demonstrated that hermeneutical questioning can be
guided. In order to do this, to compensate for the meanings that I bring to any
interpretation of text, I use canons for interpretation as set out by Radnitzky (1973),
who brings a concern for praxis to hermeneutics. These canons provide normative
methodological principles to guide interpretation, without delineating contexts, and
this allows exploration of the different contexts and how these influenced my textual
responses. Radntzky’s contribution to hermeneutic interpretation is further discussed
below in the section detailing the hermeneutic techniques applied in this thesis. In
Table 3.1 below I summarise the hermeneutic frameworks developed by Gadamer,
Habermas, Ricoeur and Radnitzky, which underpin the hermeneutic approach I have
used in this thesis.
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Table 3.1. Summary of hermeneutic approaches
Philosopher

Contributions to hermeneutic interpretation

Gadamer

Meaning is always restrained by our horizon and prejudice, even
when these change.

Habermas

Rather than being restrained by respect for tradition, there are new
possibilities, so emancipation through communication is possible.

Ricoeur

Emancipation from the intentions of the author opens texts up to
possible worlds of understanding and critique.

Radnitzky

Understanding is always with presupposition. A praxiological
approach provides techniques for hermeneutic interpretation.

The hermeneutic approach I have used in this thesis encompasses methods
that enable me to be involved in analysing contexts, constructing, explaining and
interpreting texts, and critiquing organisations and practices. In the following section, I
explain the hermeneutical canons for text analysis and how I have used them as a
means to conduct the research.

Hermeneutic techniques for interpreting texts
Principles are needed to guide hermeneutic research. While Gadamer argues for
hermeneutics to be a philosophy not a method of analysis (1977), Ricoeur (1981) is
open to methods which unfold meaning, and Habermas argues for a critical
methodology but remains abstract in his description of its functions. Radnitzky (1973),
on the other hand, presents an applied approach with recognition of the hermeneutic
circle and the premise that there is no such thing as “presuppositionless knowledge”
(p. 218). He presents “general canons” for the hermeneutic “technique”, and provides
models for praxiological research, but is careful to qualify the canons as “hints” rather
than prescriptions (pp. 218 - 222). They could also be considered as tools to maintain
a questioning stance and build awareness of the prejudices brought to the research
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project, so that understanding can occur with method. Radnitzky provides seven
hermeneutic canons; however, in light of Habermas’s and Gadamer’s insights into
knowledge and understanding, I have added the further canon that understanding is
based in language.
Canon One
This canon calls on the researcher to move from the parts to the whole. Radnitzky
calls this the “tacking process”, and describes it as circular and leading to greater
awareness of what is already known and assumed, as well as building up knowledge.
As has already been stated, this thesis is made up of texts which have been put
together to form a whole picture. Having compiled the thesis from the texts, I return to
the individual articles to review them from the understanding gained from the whole
picture.
Canon One is applied throughout the whole of the thesis and in the parts in response
to the thesis research questions.
Canon Two
This canon calls for each text to be analysed according to whether it is sound and
reasoned. One of the ways this can be achieved is to have articles reviewed as part
of a publication process. An external referee can expand the horizon of a writer, who
can be trapped in her own prejudices and knowledge frame. To ensure that the parts
of the thesis might be sound and that the whole is rigorous, I critique each text in light
of the research questions stated in Chapter One.
Canon Two is applied by correlating conclusions from the research in this thesis with
the evidence from the literature, and by having the articles reviewed before
publication.
Canon Three
This canon calls for a text to be autonomous, which Radnitzky explains as the text
needing to be understood from the inside. This does not mean that it will not need
explanation, nor that clarification of terms and contexts is never needed, but rather it
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can be understood as an entity. The meaning of the text is not just a transaction
between the author and the reader, in which the reader must work out the one and
only true meaning intended by the author. Rather, the text can be reinterpreted and
explained according to its significance to the reader and its time, not just what the
author meant. The texts for analysis are written entities. They are not dialogues; they
can be interpreted away from their original context with new explanations.
Canon Three is applied by telling the stories of individual students and groups in
Chapter Four and by having the articles in the rest of the thesis published.
Canon Four
This canon acknowledges the role of the ‘interpreter’ in communicating knowledge,
and so calls on the researcher to learn as much as possible about the topics under
study. The articles in this thesis are parts of my endeavour to learn as much as
possible about the problem of plagiarism. I investigate the contexts of each text and
return to the published articles, and review each in the light of more recent findings
and research. In this thesis, I interpret data, write about this and take an iterative role
in reviewing the texts. This also enables me to analyse the texts as objects, to
distance myself from the texts as ‘my productions’.
Canon Four is applied in the chapters which provide a context section for the focus
text/s and an interpretation section. The “Writing as inquiry” questions (Richardson,
2000) also guide self-reflection of the published texts.
Canon Five
This canon focuses on the parts and the whole, this time by testing that each text is
consistent with other texts and within the thesis itself. “In interview analysis this
implies a comparison between interpretations of the single statements and the global
meaning of the interview” (Kvale, 1996, p. 48), so that provisional interpretations can
be tested against the global meaning. The transcripts and the articles written for this
thesis are considered in the light of relevant literature and research.
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Canon Five is applied in the structuring of the thesis, and is evidenced in the linking
of ideas when they are discussed in different chapters.
Canon Six
This canon calls for analysis of Verstehen, which is the aim of all research
(Radnitzky, 1973, p. 220), and the purposes of my research, it is not just how, but
why, and why did I as researcher and text maker come up with the texts that I did. To
increase my understanding, I ask what I understood before writing the text, and what
I have understood having written the text. This is a self-reflexive process, in which my
claims are contrasted with the research on the topic. This process also leads to an
exposition of any new understanding.
Canon Six is applied in the reflection sections of the chapters, and, in general, I
acknowledge that contributing to understanding is an important for aim for this
research
Canon Seven
This canon invites the hermeneutic researcher to do something with the
understanding gained from the text analysis. “Verstehen as the mediation of tradition
always includes some innovation, or creativity” (Radnitzky, 1973, p. 221). In this
thesis, I take the opportunity to critique practice, and in turn, I review the explanation
of this critique, so returning to the hermeneutic circle. The analysis in this thesis also
aims at stimulating opportunities for further research.
Canon Seven is applied in the chapters where I make suggestions for practice and
emancipatory reactions to the findings.
Canon Eight
This final final canon is not of Radnitzky’s construction, but it is basic to the
hermeneutic explanation that understanding and language converge. Language is not
just a tool (Gadamer, 1977), it is inseparable from understanding. Thus, we bring to
any interpretation of a new concept or object a presupposition, because we can only
know it through the language we already have. Nevertheless, we can also use
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language as a means to change (Habermas, 1972). Analysing the texts for their
communicative action is a way to learn about, not only what is said, but what is not
said, and what was strategized. Looking at how the understandings of plagiarism and
academic integrity are communicated is vital to the research of this thesis.
Canon Eight is applied in discussions about the language and communication issues
raised in the student research and in my analysis of my published texts.

Table 3.2 Hermeneutic Canons as Methods for Interpretation
Canons

Inquiry questions

Action

1. moves from the
parts to the whole

How does each text
contribute to the thesis?
How does each contribute to
a greater narrative?

The texts are responses to the thesis
research questions.
The texts are reviewed in light of
research.

2. is sound and
reasoned

How can the texts be
reviewed for their
soundness?

The conclusions are correlated with
evidence from the literature.
The articles are reviewed by
independent referees.

3. is autonomous

Does each text make sense
as an entity?

The discussion and interview results tell
the story of particular issues and
individual students.
The texts are published.

4. is an
interpretation

What do these texts
communicate?

I review the context for each text. I return
to the texts to review the
interpretations.“Writing as inquiry”
questions guide self-reflection.

5. is consistent

Do the texts fit together?
Are there contradictions?

The development of each text is
analysed for internal consistency and in
relation to the whole.

6. contributes to
Verstehen
(understanding)

What do each text and the
whole thesis reveal?

Each text is reflected on, and the
findings are presented in the conclusion
of the whole narrative.

7. supports
possibility of
change

How do the texts enable
emancipatory action?

The texts provide suggestions for praxis,
and these are analysed.
Recommendations for further research
to support action are stimulated.

8. carries a
message through
language.

How have I used language?
Has this been
communicative?

Analysis of the language and
communication issues raised in the
student research and in my analysis of
my published texts.

The text:
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Table 3.2 provides a summary of these canons and explains how they will be used,
by listing the inquiry questions and the actions that will be taken in response.
Radnitzky’s aim is to interpret a text to make its meaning clear, and his global
question asks: “What meaning, i.e. meaning significant for us today, does this text
have?” (1973, p. 212). In this thesis, I aim to make clear my findings about the
concepts of plagiarism as a problem of academic culture and how this is dealt with in
an academic integrity framework. The data I present take several forms: student
postings, interviews and films as texts and published journal articles that I have
written.
In the initial inquiry, I seek to understand, and thereby explain, plagiarism
beyond my own presuppositions by presenting students’ perspectives. As the review
of the literature has shown, plagiarism is not easily defined and as a concept is linked
to other concepts, each of which is slippery and can be understood according to its
circumstances. Whether or not plagiarised text is seen can depend on the
circumstances of the reader. Trying not to be seen to be plagiarising is the writer’s
problem. For the novice academic writer, the labelling of the action of plagiarising as
enacted from an unquestioned supposition is part of the problem. An unquestioned
supposition means that: “the concept of plagiarism…assumes a model of
communication based on autonomous, rational individuals who behave as originators
of their own discourse…” (Scollon, 1995, p. 1).
In trying to find out what the understandings of plagiarism are, the first step
was to find out how plagiarism seemed to those who are new to the concept - the
people who are confronting the unfamiliar. To learn more about the concept and to
understand how students experienced the problem, I collected students’ discussion
postings, interviewed a group of international students and filmed a group of students
talking about plagiarism. In his theory of the mastery of academic discourse, Gee
argues that when we come across a new situation which we are trying to adapt to, we
are consciously aware of what we are trying to do. Such situations lead to those
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people on the outside having greater awareness of the workings of the discourse and
or culture (Gee, 1996, p.140). Habermas (1987, pp.336 - 337) also points out that
inside the comfort of our lifeworld, we do not question practices built on our implicit
knowledge. Sometimes, however, the unquestioned practices and pre-knowledge can
be challenged. Aware of my interpretive lens, or as Gadamer (1977) would put it –
“prejudice”, I listen to the students. I categorise and analyse the students’ texts and
develop some understanding of the impact of imposing unquestioned conventions on
students, who are not in a position to challenge, critique, or, in some cases, even to
seek clarity about these conventions. Rather than just describing the student
interview as a phenomenon with “no seeking for reality beyond what appears”
(Ashworth et al., 2003, p. 264), to be consistent with a hermeneutical approach, I
include what I know about the students and the institutional context, and I reflect on
my personal approaches and attitudes, see Chapter Four.
In the “Methods of text creation” section below, I explain how I collected and
interpreted the student perceptions, how I created texts for publication, how the
philosophical texts were framed, and how a model for implementation of academic
integrity was developed and analysed. The final method of writing as a form of inquiry
and how it is applied to the texts in this project is also explained. I then discuss the
limitations and issues in the methodological approach of my thesis and report on the
ethical issues in conducting this research.

Methods of text creation
The methods used in this thesis developed as my understanding developed and
changed. In the first method, reported in Chapter Four, I collected student
perceptions. Following from this, inquiries into the concerns raised by the students
led to the writing of three philosophical articles delving into understandings about the
relevant concepts. In the first article in Chapter Five, I analysed and discussed
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concepts about acknowledgment; in the second article in Chapter Six, I considered
the issue of communication of these concepts and used critical pedagogy as a
framework to analyse the context of academic culture; and in the third article in
Chapter Seven, I analysed the issue of morality in plagiarising by writing about the
polarities of different epistemologies. In the fourth article in Chapter Eight, I moved
from these conceptual analyses and applied constructive alignment to analyse
publicly available data and insider knowledge from one university about the
implementation of academic integrity. These texts were interpreted with the
hermeneutic canons. In each chapter, I review the context for the text I am
interpreting (Canon Four). To compensate for the presuppositions and prejudices that
I bring to this research process, I also applied the writing as inquiry reviewing
principles (Richardson, 2000) as a review method.

Electronic postings, interviews and film
In electronic discussions, 52 students were asked if the concept of plagiarism existed
in their first language and for their views on plagiarism. In semi-structured interviews,
I asked ten international students in their commencing year at an Australian university
about what they knew about plagiarism, how they felt about it and what their
concerns were, if any. Then I transcribed a film of six students communicating their
understandings and concerns to an imagined audience of lecturers. Interpreting the
electronic postings and the transcriptions of the interviews and film as a research
method is based on Kvale’s guidelines (1996) for doing interview research and his
concept that “the qualitative research interview is a construction site for knowledge”
(p. 14). Content analysis methods were used to analyse the student perceptions
(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Patton, 1990, 2002). In the next chapter, I further detail
these processes and describe the contexts and settings for the electronic
discussions, audio-taped interviews and the film.
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An interview can be a conversation, but the interviews and questions posted
on the discussion for this research are essentially a harvesting of knowledge, not as
an interrogation but as a focus on the subject matter and an engagement to deepen
understanding. At the outset, there was a presumption that the presuppositions I
brought as interviewer and that the students brought as interviewees could differ. As
part of the preparations for the interview, the ethics Information and Consent form
(see Appendix 1) required that, as a benefit for the interviewee, I would answer any
questions they had about plagiarism and acknowledgment. The implication is that I
would be able to inform students about the conventions of plagiarism, while they
would be able to inform me about what was strange about those conventions.
Clearly, finding out what the students see as the issues pertaining to
plagiarism was important to develop my understanding of the problem. But, can I be
sure that what the students told me is true and not overly coloured by what they think
I want to hear? This raises the issue of the validity of the interview for research. Kvale
(1996) puts it that to validate is to check, question and theorise (pp. 242 – 245). In the
interview texts, I was able to check by finding consistent findings. During the
interview, I asked if my understandings were correct, following up in some cases with
a check by replaying the interview to the student, and in other cases having insider
knowledge of the circumstances that could explain discrepancies in students’
descriptions of their behaviour with what actuality happened. The sensitive nature of
plagiarism makes the question of why students would answer questions the way they
did important. Learning more about the topic of plagiarism and cheating meant that I
returned to the data a number of times to reanalyse my interpretation in the light of
new knowledge. What the students said in the discussions and interviews changed
my understanding.
Following up on what I learnt, led me to take further research action. Firstly in
supporting the possibility of change, I worked with students to produce a film.
Secondly, I needed to further investigate why the students said what they said about
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plagiarism. The published articles in Chapters Five, Six and Seven are my research
into trying to understand and analyse the concepts of plagiarism.

The creation of published texts
Writing the articles for this thesis was a developmental and reflective process. In
each chapter, I present the context which led to the writing of the article, I analyse the
articles using hermeneutic canons and reflect on what I have learnt. These
endeavours are interpretations which led to the creation of the thesis as the whole
text. Before publication, the articles I wrote were subject to blind refereeing. Following
the referees’ reports, I made amendments, ranging from minor to more substantial, to
ensure that the articles would be published. Writing each text was a learning inquiry,
which led to further inquiry and the need to write more and learn more.
Figure 3.1 is a graphic summary of the process of creating the published
articles within the chapters of this thesis.

Figure 3.1. Iterative analysis and creation of texts
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Writing as a method of inquiry
Canon Four requires the researcher to learn as much as she can about that which
she wants to interpret. In order to do this, I researched and theorised some of the
issues raised by the students in the interviews, and I developed my understanding by
narrating the results of my understanding. This relationship of understanding
developing through explanation is an elucidation noted by Habermas (1972). There is
a connection between this analysis and Richardson’s writing as a method of inquiry
(2000). Richardson advocates writing as “a research practice through which we can
investigate how we construct the world, ourselves, and others...” (p. 924).
In writing for an audience I sharpened my inquiry; the writing process became
an inquiry method. Richardson (2000) explains writing as a method of inquiry as “an
additional – or alternative – research practice” (p. 923). The terms “additional” and
“alternative” suggest that this method is different from what is usually done. I did not
intend this, rather, writing as inquiry suited the purpose of this thesis to make sense
of the range of perceptions of concepts around plagiarism, and it became “liberating”
(Bochner, 2000, p. 269). According to St. Pierre (2007, para. 3), writing as inquiry
comes from postmodern philosophy in which “language cannot contain and fix
meaning”. This contrasts with Habermas’s position that meaning is in language. He
argues that language is for communication which is for preservation of the human
species and extrapolates further that “communicative reason does not simply
encounter ready-made subjects and systems; rather, it takes part in structuring what
is to be preserved” (Habermas, 1984, pp. 397 - 398). This does not prevent analysis
of writing but adds another level of understanding of why it can be so difficult to do
so. Habermas’s interest in the way that everyday language constitutes our
understanding of the world concurs with my interest in analysing writing, and does not
preclude writing also being used as a form of inquiry.
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In a broad sense, all the texts produced for this thesis were developed as
inquiry, but I have focused in particular on texts in which concepts are analysed.
These texts were created and reviewed using Richardson’s (2000, p. 940) “ways of
using writing as a method of knowing”. For example, in the text, “Proper
acknowledgment?” in Chapter Five, I review the language used to describe how to
avoid plagiarism, and I use the comments from students to analyse the meaning of
concepts relating to acknowledgment. Then in the next text in Chapter Six, I analyse
plagiarism as a construction of academic culture. Using the framework of critical
pedagogy, I theorise communication breakdowns through the concept of high and low
context societies. Following this, in the next text, “Judging plagiarism: A problem of
morality and convention” in Chapter Seven, I review how cheating and plagiarism is
presented in the literature and discuss theories of morality.
Before writing, a writer may think that she knows something or understands it,
but when she starts to write about it, and tries to make order out of it so that she can
communicate it, she changes her views or realises that she has more to learn.
Richardson explains that she writes to learn, and that the advice “not to write until I
knew what I wanted to say, until my points were organized and outlined” (p.924) is
part of a mechanistic quantitative model. Writing to learn could be one explanation for
the intertextual practices of cutting and pasting from different sources and adding
comments. This was certainly one of the strategies I used to try and understand
Habermas’s writing about communicative action. As I did this I used bibliographic
details and different fonts to discriminate my writing from source text, and I took the
time to reflect, read and write. I analyse This process of being a novice writer and
working out how to copy is further discussed in Chapter Five.
St. Pierre points out the challenges and hopes we confront in writing as
inquiry:
Writing becomes a field of play in which we are always unprepared to make
meaning, and whatever meaning we make will always come too late to rescue
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us. Nevertheless, we write because we know that, in writing, anything can
happen – and will. Like other writers, we may produce knowledge that will
change the world. (2007, para.14)

I interpret the part each text plays in the whole narrative of this thesis by
reflecting on the contexts, the language and what I concluded. The published texts in
each chapter are critiqued with the following criteria from Richardson’s formats for
developing writing practice. She advises writers to take one of their own papers and
ask:
How did you follow the norms of your discipline? Were you conscious of doing
so? How did you stage your paper? What parts did the […] reviewer laud?
How did you depend upon these norms to carry your argument? Did you elide
some difficult areas through vagueness, jargon, calls to authorities, or other
rhetorical devices? What voices did you exclude in your writing? Who is the
audience? Where are the subjects in the paper? Where are you? How do you
feel about the paper now? About your process of constructing it? (Richardson,
2000, pp. 940 - 941)

In writing as inquiry, I learnt about confusion, ignorance, power, insularity,
injustice, cheating, compassion and goodwill. And the question that kept jumping at
me was, ‘so, what can be done about it?’ In the course of this research I took on
different roles. The texts produced in the different roles reflect how the research
changed my understandings and how I was never an impartial observer. In the role of
critic of university practice, I used the method of constructive alignment to analyse
and report on the situation of academic integrity at one Australian university.
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Constructive Alignment
In Chapter Eight, the method of constructive alignment (Biggs & Tang, 2007) was
used to review implementation of academic integrity in one Australian university. This
method looks to see if “there is maximum consistency throughout the system” (Biggs
& Tang, 2007, p. 53). The paper, “Aligning policy and practice: An approach to
integrating academic integrity”, checked the alignment of policy, practice, teaching
and learning against the rhetoric of academic integrity. The framework of constructive
alignment was used with publicly available documents and insider knowledge.
The texts in this thesis were created and explained using different methods
appropriate to the content and inquiry. Table 3.3 below summarises the methods and
the texts which are the focus of the chapters in the body of this thesis.

Table 3.3. Methods used to create texts
Texts
Student perceptions

Methods
Content analysis to
explain discussion
postings, interviews & film
transcripts

Content
Students explain their
understanding and
concerns about plagiarism

Proper Acknowledgment

Writing as inquiry

Analysis of concepts of
acknowledgment and
conventions of copying

The problem of plagiarism
in academic culture

Writing as inquiry

Critical pedagogy frames
an analysis of academic
culture

Judging plagiarism: A
problem of morality and
convention

Writing as inquiry

Theoretical analysis of
moral concepts about
plagiarism

Aligning policy and
practice: An approach to
integrating academic
integrity

Constructive alignment

An analysis of academic
integrity at the institutional
level

In the next sections, I discuss the limitations of the methodology which has
emerged for this thesis, and I examine ethical considerations, including my role in the
research.
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Limitations
I am not a neutral objective researcher; I have written about the problem of plagiarism
as a teacher of academic education. While I can reflect on my practices, I am aware
that there are limits to this ability. Habermas (1989, p. 302) points out that
“hermeneutical consciousness is incomplete so long as it has not incorporated into
itself reflection on the limit of hermeneutical understanding”.
The hermeneutic emphasis on interpretation led to Rennie’s (2000) claim that
researchers “are made to be interpreters of their experience of themselves” (p. 483)
and he uses Giddens’ 1976 term, “the double hermeneutics”, to label this experience.
Rennie explains that people choose what they present about themselves and even if
this is done with honourable intentions are subject to their own “interests, values,
beliefs, and so on” (p. 483). Acknowledging this, I try to explain my personal context,
so that the reader might be aware of how my prejudices and horizons could impact
on the authoring of the text. The methods for analysis guide me, as far as possible, to
be self-reflective and to analyse the texts I have written as if they were objects. In this
way I attempt to distance myself as the author from the final product, so rather than
focussing on what I intended as being the meaning of the text, I focus on the
properties of the text (Ricoeur, 1981).
There are philosophical differences in how the hermeneutic approach is
appreciated and enacted. Gadamer (1977) argues that a hermeneutic approach
deepens understanding but does not lead to emancipation, nor is it about practice.
Habermas (1972) sees the role of critique as enabling emancipation, and he is
dissatisfied with the hermeneutic if it is not to be so enacted. Ricoeur (1981) argues
that interpretation in turn leads to appropriation as the interpreter takes on new
knowledge. I frame my use of the hermeneutic methodology with critical pedagogy
and the pragmatic approach provided by Radnitzky (1973), and I argue for a critical
hermeneutics which enables me to research and analyse the research.
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Critical hermeneutics, with the opportunity of emancipation is an impetus for
taking action, but despite good intentions emancipation is not assured. In narrating
this thesis, I became concerned and involved: I wanted to be party to bringing in
change. In listening to students’ concerns and fears, I connected their worries and
confusions to their lack of power and voice (see Chapters Five and Six). My research
led me to analyse the concepts of acknowledgment and academic integrity, to
develop new teaching resources for students, and then to try and bring in changes in
practices at the institutional level. Critical hermeneutics takes into account the critical
and professional involvement that the research has moved me to take up. My
concern is that, helping students to learn the acknowledgment expectations of
academic text making could become an exercise of cultural imposition, in which
students shoulder the responsibility of meeting expectations. This inequity is likely to
result when students are “at the mercy of unexamined assumptions” (Kincheloe &
McLaren, 2000, p. 288). In this thesis, student plagiarism in academic culture is
analysed as more than just behaviour that needs to be reduced. There are times
when I claim it as a problem, not of ignorance, but of hierarchical power hidden in the
dynamics of university culture, hence my use of critical pedagogy and critical English.
Kincheloe and McLaren (2000), in their defence of the hermeneutic
methodology as appropriate for critical theory and its educational expression in
critical pedagogy, argue that, in taking such a stance, a researcher would become
aware that she frames the world, not in any neutral sense, but as one whose views
have been shaped by this world. The assumption is that communication becomes
more transparent the more one is involved in the community. Herein, lies a dilemma
for a researcher. “If one shares enough of the cultural assumptions and language
skills of the person one is studying, one will be able to understand them, but critical
theory challenges precisely this assumption” (Edgar, 2008, p. 33). I acknowledge that
I do not have the cultural assumptions and language experiences of the students I
interview, and furthermore, I am a worker inside the institution and culture I am
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examining. The approach I take in this thesis to deal with this dilemma, of not being
part of the student community but being acculturated into the university community
and trying to understand what it is like not to be acculturated, is to interpret and
analyse the texts of this thesis as autonomous texts, and so engage in a cycle of
review and deepening understanding. In this critical hermeneutics approach, rather
than bracketing out prejudices, I attempt to be critically aware of them by narrating
my learning and text construction, and in so doing I create texts upon texts.
The possibility of limitless engagement in analysis, actually becomes a limit
for a researcher trying to communicate her interpretation. In conducting hermeneutic
research, especially critical hermeneutics, I could be forever engaging in an analysis
of the dynamics which shape the parts and the whole of the problem, because “the
purpose of hermeneutical analysis is to develop a form of cultural criticism revealing
power dynamics within social and cultural contexts”, which must always be open to
interpretation, with no end to the cycles (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000, p. 287). The
issue which remains is how one will take up the analysis of one’s texts, without
closing off the interpretation cycles, but also coming to some appropriate
understandings. While Gadamer sees coming to an understanding as the aim (2006),
he also points out that one never becomes free of prejudice and is bound by horizon
(1977). In this thesis, for the purpose of communication, I explain the guided
interpretations I have reached, even though I acknowledge there remains the
possibility of further interpretations.
There is a potential tension in the philosophy, methodology and methods of
this thesis. The hermeneutic methodology is used to critique the texts I have
authored, and at the same time to attempt an openness to all the ways that
plagiarism could manifest itself as a cultural construct, with the aim of developing
deeper theoretical understanding of the related perspectives. On the other hand, the
communicative action approach could avoid questioning the cultural constructs and
phenomena underpinning practices, because it works on the premise that
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emancipating actions will be underpinned by normative arguments, which promise
reasoned critique. From a philosophy of communicative action, a researcher can see
emancipation by using arguments to achieve community understanding and
agreement. The hermeneutic methodology deconstructs and lays bare a
phenomenon to reveal the limits of its normative claims, so it poses the problem of
how one can then reasonably respond by calling for action to resolve the
characteristics of that phenomenon.
I understand that I am involved in the methodology and methods of this
project; I bring my prejudices and presuppositions and these alter with each text
interpretation; I am not an independent objective analyst. Part of this involvement is
to decide that this particular project of understanding plagiarism and taking action has
meaning, and then to reflect on my understanding and interpretation. This means that
in this thesis I take on a number of roles. I explore the topic of plagiarism as a
problem; I analyse the construction of plagiarism as a phenomenon and the
positioning of plagiarism as a moral issue; I review how academic integrity can be
implemented in an institution, and I reflect on my role in writing about these issues.
The dilemma of how to satisfactorily bring together the roles I have taken on may not
be entirely resolved by the end of this thesis, but I can reflect, despite limitations, on
my role as a researcher of plagiarism and academic integrity by questioning the
theoretical foundations of what is being enacted. I take on Ricoeur’s position (1981)
that by placing myself as the ‘other’, I can learn more about my horizons and so
create the opportunity to understand more about how this has influenced the way I
have presented the world.

Ethical considerations
The issue of ethics is of critical importance for the topic of this thesis. Chapter Seven
deals with the issues of ethics and morality underpinning concepts of plagiarism and
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its judgment. In this Chapter, the position, argued by Habermas (1990) and Kohlberg
(1981), that there are moral rules is contrasted with views that ethics are more a
matter of social standards. Rather than dismiss either position, I conclude that it is in
the interests of humans to be moral beings, and I go on to argue in this thesis that
taking up academic integrity at the institutional level is in the interests of students and
staff. Academic integrity means being honest in academic endeavours and being true
to one’s word, in other words, doing what one says one will do and not pretending or
fudging in study and research.
There are basic ethical principles which would seem to “underlie all scholarly
research”. The APA Publication Manual, which guides researchers about how to
present research, claims that the principles are to: ensure the accuracy of scientific
knowledge; protect the rights and welfare of research participants, and protect
intellectual property rights. (American Psychological Association, 2009, p. 11)
Accuracy of scientific knowledge implies a determination to reveal the truth. In
reality not every detail can be relayed, and researchers make decisions about what
they choose to report. This choice can be based on the prejudices and limits of
perception of the researcher, the constraints of academic discourse, and the
perceived need to protect the interests of the researcher, the researched and the
research. Gergen (1994) explains how the language of research seems to reduce
human involvement and responsibility. Researchers rarely report on the inadequacies
of the empirical research they constructed, nor do they write about all the things that
went wrong or how they felt about the people they worked with. Walford (1991, p. 5)
claims that there is always “self-censorship”, and perhaps the most truthful approach
is not to pretend that what one presents is the “truth”.
The aim of my thesis is to build understanding, and so I apply the hermeneutic
view of knowledge to heed the context of the inquiries. In defining the contexts and
describing my role, I not only report on the circumstances of the research for each
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text, I aim to be academically rigorous by declaring, as much as possible, the
prejudices and presuppositions I bring to this research.
One approach to dealing with research situations in an ethical manner is to
detail as much as possible, so that nothing is hidden from the reader. Mercer (1991)
advocates this, and in his article “Researching Common Knowledge” provides layers
of detail about the layout of a classroom and what was said and done. But something
must always be missed, and the danger is too much detail, a “qualitative
hyperempiricism” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 271). The approach I have taken is to
contextualise the researched texts in order to communicate with integrity an
understanding of the research actions.
With regard to the ethical implications of the postings, interviews and films
there are issues of power. The students being interviewed knew me as an academic
language and learning lecturer (also known as an adviser). Most students self-select
to see an adviser whose role is not to assess their work, but rather to teach, often
using students’ own texts in an individual consultation. There is a power differential in
this relationship. The adviser is a staff member, who could refuse service when
students request an appointment. Furthermore, the adviser’s knowledge about the
university and academic skills is unlikely to be shared by the students. The students I
interviewed, and the students who responded to the class electronic discussion,
could have been conscious of such power issues and this might have influenced their
responses.
Furthermore, the nature of interviewing sets up an asymmetry of power – the
interview is not a normal conversation. The interviewer sets up the interview, where it
will take place and how it will be conducted. The interviewer asks the questions, the
interviewee answers them, and then (in this case) the interviewer interprets the
answers. On the other hand, those being interviewed can choose to withhold
information or give the interviewer and audience want they think she wants to hear.
Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, p. 34) point out that these asymmetries have
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implications for the ethics of interviewing and the knowledge that is produced. For the
electronic discussion, interviews and filmed presentations, I made it clear to the
students that they did not have to take part in the research (see the Information and
Consent forms Appendix 1, 2 and 3). In addition, the students’ were being asked to
talk about their own understandings, and it was explained that these would inform
research and action. Cherryholmes (1988, p. 110) claims that, “subjects gain power
because they are valued for themselves, when what they say and do is accorded
status, when their voice is acknowledged.” This was certainly the intention in inviting
students to inform my research, and to talk to an audience of staff through the
medium of film.
It would be convenient for me to think that the students I interviewed were
comfortable and our communication was effective, yet our experiences of the
university are very different. Unlike the international students, English is my native
language and I am a middle-aged white Australian woman. My family is within easy
reach, the University is a familiar and predictable place, and my office is comfortable
and not shared, but these circumstances do not apply to the students. Despite the
differences, there is evidence of some trust in the relationship I had with the students
I invited for interview. The relationships had been built up over a number of
consultations. In each consultation the focus was the student’s work, and we had
worked together to find ways that the student’s academic language could be
improved. In a consultation much of the time is spent listening to the student. While, it
could be argued that the differences of privilege and knowledge between the students
and me impeded communication, I counter that without the differences of knowledge
there would be nothing for the students to inform me. If our world experiences were
the same why would I need to learn about their experiences and understandings?
This issue of students as informants is further analysed in Chapter Four.
Care was taken in the interviews to balance probing strategies of questioning
and interviewer silence, which I used to uncover students’ (perhaps previously
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unvoiced) concerns, with respect for the student’s well-being. Kvale and Brinkmann
(2009, p. 173) point out that sometimes the desire to gain knowledge from interviews
can “conflict with the ethical concern of not harming the interviewee”. In this thesis,
the interview questions not only sought as much information as possible, but also
involved a sensitive topic. To avoid harming interviewees, I took an educational
approach and provided the opportunity for the students to ask questions and check
their understandings. This is further discussed in the description of the interviews in
the next chapter.
Ethics approval by the La Trobe University, Education Faculty Human Ethics
Committee was gained for the electronic discussion, the interviews with students, and
for the filming of students talking about plagiarism and cheating to inform staff (see
Appendices 1, 2 and 3 for the Information and Consent forms). I carried out the
research in accordance with the requirements of the Ethics Committee.
The identity of the informants has been protected in this thesis. Where names
have been used, they are pseudonyms. While individual students could recognise
their own contributions, the characteristics I describe in this thesis are limited and so
would not enable identification of particular students.
Some of the research in this thesis critiques my workplace, which raises
ethical issues of personal involvement and disclosure. Walford (2001) describes his
concerns in wanting to continue in employment yet be a critical observer of his
university. In his case he decided to publish his less than attractive account of his
Vice Chancellor, because he felt “the account was fair” and publishing was a matter
of “academic freedom” (p. 109). In the case of this thesis, I felt that an analysis of
implementation of academic integrity could only be authentic if it were an analysis of
a real situation. This analysis is written up in the paper “Aligning policy and practice:
An approach to integrating academic integrity”, (see Chapter Eight). The paper
positions academic integrity at the centre of a holistic approach aligned with teaching
and learning, policy, academic integrity decisions, and a review of policy and process.
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In order to reduce reliance on my personal involvement in the university, the
implementation of academic integrity is analysed with the model of constructive
alignment (Biggs & Tang, 2007).
In describing the contexts of this thesis, I faced the dilemma of whether or not
to name the institution where I work, and whether or not to identify particular offices.
Where possible, I have avoided naming the University, although linking policy and
practice meant that the University could be identified. It should be noted that, while
the paper, “Aligning policy and practice: An approach to integrating academic
integrity”, pointed out where actions were misaligned, the University has
subsequently taken actions to implement academic integrity in a systematic way. As
in Walford’s (2001) research, a further concern was the need to reduce the chance
that particular individuals could be identified (Walford, 2001, p. 145). In this thesis,
references to particular offices and areas of responsibility (other than my own) have
been avoided to prevent particular individuals being identified and exposed to
misjudgement. I further discuss ethical issues of power in Chapters Four and Seven.

In this chapter, I have explained how the methodology of this thesis is
supported by the communicative action philosophy of Habermas, who argues for an
open-minded forum in which a range of views are communicated and reviewed
according to the rationality of their argument. I have explained the emancipatory,
critical and pragmatic hermeneutic approaches taken in this thesis. I have explained
how the hermeneutic canons provide a means to analyse and reflect on the texts of
the thesis, and I have presented the methods used to collect data and create texts. I
have discussed the limits of my methodological approaches, and I have concluded
with a discussion of the relevant ethical issues.
In the next chapter, I interpret student perceptions of plagiarism collected from
electronic postings, interviews and film.
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Chapter Four: Student perspectives on plagiarism

Introduction
In this chapter, I explore issues of plagiarism from the perspectives of students, with
a particular focus on international students in their commencing year at an Australian
university. The students’ responses were collected from an electronic discussion,
interviews and a film. In seeking to understand the students’ responses, I take a
hermeneutic approach of analysing each data collection and then reflecting on the
whole process. Before moving to the students’ perspectives, I analyse the context of
the students’ environment and my role as interviewer and interpreter, and then
explain the methods of analysis. For each data collection, I explain the student
sample, present the findings and discuss the limits. With all the findings explained, I
then interpret the results using the hermeneutic canons, and I reflect on the inquiry.
The students were informants, who as newcomers were not expected to see
the conventions of plagiarism and acknowledgment as taken-for-granted phenomena
(Habermas, 1987, p. 130). They were learning academic discourse, attempting to
make sense of what they perceived as being expected of them, and in turn representing this to be judged for assessment. They come to this task with their own
suppositions and prejudices. In some cases, these could be understandings of
academic culture remarkably different from the Australian academic situation. As
noted in Chapter Two, the cultural features of academic discourse can also be subtly
different and hidden, which Pecorari labels as “occluded” (2006). New international
students could be alert to differences in the new academic environment, but could
also be confronted if these differences seem unreasonable or mysteriously different
and hidden so that working them out is a bewildering pursuit.
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In 2004, I recorded the electronic postings of 52 students and interviewed ten
students, six women and four men. All used English as an additional language and all
were in their year of commencement at an Australian university. The 52 students who
contributed to the electronic discussion were enrolled in a first year English language
subject. In an asynchronous discussion, they responded to a posting from their
lecturer which asked them to compare the concept of plagiarism with what they knew
from their home culture, and also asked for their views on plagiarism. Of the ten
interviewees, four were doing postgraduate course work, and the other six were
undergraduates. Sixteen nationalities were represented in the discussions and
interviews: China, Japan, Singapore, Hong Kong, Vietnam, India, Norway, Sweden,
Italy, Somalia, Denmark, Germany, Hungary, Mexico, Columbia, and France. The
majority of students (26) were from China which reflected the enrolments of
international students at this university at this time.
The aim of the research with the students as informants was to learn more
about perceptions and understandings of plagiarism. Rather than trying to find out
how students learnt the conventions of appropriation, or how, when or why they might
misappropriate academic texts, this investigation was inquiring into perceptions of
plagiarism, so that I could learn more about the concepts held by the students. I did
not expect that the students would produce generalisable conclusions that could
neatly explain how plagiarism could be taught. I did hope to have more understanding
of some of the issues that students face, so that this would inform my work with
students, and in turn inform teaching practices and support more effective
communication.
Using students as informants also became an opportunity for action.
Following the data collection from the postings and interviews, I took the opportunity
to create a resource in which students inform staff. In 2006, six students were filmed
talking about their understandings of plagiarism and cheating, and from this, in 2007
a DVD was produced as a learning resource for lecturers. These students, in addition
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to talking about what they knew about plagiarism and cheating, explained what they
would do if they were lecturers.
Before I report on the findings from postings, interviews and film, I explain the
context of the students’ environment, my role as interviewer and interpreter, and the
data analysis methods I used.

The context
With two exceptions, the international students participating in this research were in
their commencing year at one Australian university. In 2004, the University had an
enrolment of nearly 21,000 students at its onshore and offshore campuses; 17,000
students were at the main campus, which is the location of this study (AUQA, 2005).
Of the total number of students, about 3,500 were international students and the
majority of these were at the main campus. At this university, the number of students
using English as an additional language, both international and local, has since risen
and is expected to increase further with the University’s stated priority to “increase
the size and diversity of the international student body” (Strategic Plan, 2008 – 2012).
As part of its programme to support students, the University has units
designated to develop academic language and learning. The students contributing to
the postings and interviews were registered with one of these units, the Language
and Academic Skills (English as a Second Language) Unit, and had made some use
of its teaching services. Working in this Unit, I have access to the Unit’s database
records, which show that in 2004 over 1300 individual consultations were given to
students from over 60 countries. In addition to advising students on an individual
basis about how they can improve their academic texts, the Unit’s service included
running workshops for students and staff, teaching courses and workshops for
undergraduate and postgraduate students, developing teaching and learning
resources and teaching English language credit bearing elective subjects for
undergraduate and postgraduate courses. Through my work in teaching across all
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these areas of this Unit, I was aware of some of the difficulties confronting students
as they attempt to produce academic texts.
Of the students who came to the Unit, some wanted to improve their English
language; some were high achievers who sought every opportunity to develop their
language and academic skills, while others were struggling and sought survival
strategies. They might have come in at first year with little idea of the academic skills
required to succeed in university assessments; on the other hand, some students had
intensive preparation from language centres. This could mean they were wellprepared, or, that when it came to assessment tasks, they were initially, overly
confident that their expectations would match those of their lecturers. The language
demands of using English in an Australian university can be formidable, especially if
students enrol with a low level of English language (Birrell, 2006), and as discussed
in Chapter Two, the Australian academic experience can be at odds with students’
expectations and experience.
The sample for this thesis is students who had used the services of the
academic language and learning unit and had shown interest in being part of this
research. The students who posted to the electronic discussion were enrolled in the
Unit’s first year undergraduate subject1. The students who were interviewed and four
of the students who were filmed had come to the Unit for advice about their academic
assignments. This is not a random sampling of all students who were studying at one
Australian university. Even though the review of the literature in the second chapter
suggests that plagiarism impacts on many students, I was interested in hearing from
those who were likely to be interested in communicating their experiences of an
unfamiliar concept. While, I cannot claim from the sample in this research that all
students will have the same concerns, I was able to learn about the particular
concerns confronting this sample of students who were dealing with the unfamiliarity
1

The students’ comments were not being marked, nor were these being assessed for their
subject grade.
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of the Australian academic experience. With the intention of investigating different
perspectives and understandings of plagiarism I asked these students for their
perspectives.

My role
In my role as an academic language and learning lecturer, I sometimes worked with
individual students. Such consultations could entail a conversation about student and
lecturer expectations, and how best to proceed to develop the student’s language
and academic skills. This negotiation could involve a deconstruction of task
expectations. As the lecturer, I brought insider knowledge of university practices and
awareness of some academic literacies, while the students brought their impressions
of subject knowledge.
The aim of the ideal speech situation, in which participants in a conversation
actually listen to each other, is the philosophical approach which underpinned my
interaction with a student in a consultation. This communicative approach was
discussed in Chapter Two. I aimed for empathetic listening, which in practice meant
focussing all my attention on the student and listening for their intended meaning.
The students’ learning needs are at the heart of a consultation, and inevitably I spend
much time listening to their concerns. From a hermeneutic perspective, I
acknowledge that I could not altogether suspend or bracket my prejudices. Thus, the
context and both the students’ and my pre-knowledge and prejudices have bearing
on how the students’ communicate their needs, and how I understand them. My work
experience of taking seriously students’ intended meanings is likely to have
influenced the way I listened to what was said by students in this research.
Using Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2009, p. 212) advice I became a “suspicious”
reviewer of the interviews and some of the students’ claims about their behaviour. I
became aware that, in attempting to uncover the concepts of plagiarism by
interpreting insights from students new to Australian academic culture, I risked
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reifying their opinions. This could be a consequence of taking on the hermeneutic
approach which respects an ‘author’s’ message (Thompson 1981, p. 46). Habermas
and Ricoeur (1981) as critical hermeneuts are sceptical about accepting the
intentions of an author as the meaning of a text. So, rather than accepting student
claims uncritically, I have used insider knowledge of students’ subsequent actions to
qualify and follow up on some of the claims they have made for their behaviour (see
p.135 and p.138 for examples).
As an academic language and learning adviser, my power and privileges are
institutionalised. In Chapter Three, I explained something of my professional role and
the power relationship this brought to the work with students. In relation to the context
of the roles of interviewer and interpreter and the asymmetrical relationship with
students, I again consider the issue of power and how it impacts on communication in
this research. In a hierarchical system like a university, Habermas would argue that
communication becomes distorted. As a critical theorist he explains that this distortion
is both hidden and maintained by all those inside the institution (see Thompson,
1981). In seeking my advice, it could be in the students’ interests to privilege my
position and so support my capacity to help them in their assessment tasks.
Maintaining this asymmetrical relationship was thus implicitly consensual for the
students, the university and me. This raises an issue in the collection of interview
data and their interpretation. As informants, in deference to my working role, the
students could have been telling me what they thought I wanted to hear, or what they
thought lecturers in general want to hear. As an interpreter, my vision could have
been constrained by assuming any deferential responses to have been an
undistorted communication of what students really experience.
To ensure rigour, I stressed to the students that their perceptions would
inform the research and most importantly, that I was very interested in their
perceptions, without any judgment of right and wrong. In analysing the data, in
accordance with Canon One, I took up a cycle of returning to the literature (see
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Chapter Two), reviewing the postings and interview tapes and transcripts, and then
reflecting on my interpretations of these texts. Habermas sees self-reflection as a
means to reduce reliance on power relations (Thompson, 1981); in addition, I argue
that this reflection requires input to challenge one’s horizons. In this case, the input
has been from the students and the literature.
From the context described in the section above, I cannot claim to have been
an objective observer. “Because researchers are necessarily both somewhat
impartial and somewhat partisan, somewhat innocent and somewhat complicit, their
readers should be as informed as possible about what the observer was in a position
to know and not know” (Rosaldo, 1989, p.69). My position impacted on what I
observed in the ways, both hidden and obvious, that I perceived the academic
experience of novice students. An example of what can be hidden is given by Phan
(2002) who calls for lecturers to be more understanding of the politeness positions
taken by Vietnamese students in their academic writing. Without this understanding,
the purpose of the students’ writing is hidden, and the writing simply seems to be
inappropriate. The hidden remains hidden until research, like that of Phan’s, informs
observers like me, of what we do not know. I had some pre-knowledge before
interviewing the students that they had concerns about referencing, including the
mechanics of how to use a reference correctly with the right style guide, how to
synthesise source texts in their own work, and how to avoid copying transgressions.
Exactly why the students had these concerns and how academic expectations
impacted on them was not entirely clear to me.
The international students in this research, particularly those from Confucianheritage backgrounds, were likely to have had teaching and learning experiences
different from the Australian academic experience (Belcher & Hirvela, 2001;
Hamilton, Hinton & Hawkins, 2003; Melles, 2003; Pennycook, 1996; Scollon &
Scollon, 2001). Even knowing this, some of the students’ concerns and the reasons
for these concerns had not been obvious to me. Despite my interest in critical English
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(Benesch, 2001), before this research, with the limits of my horizon, rather than
questioning the reasonableness of expectations, or my presuppositions, I had seen
the students as ignorant of some academic text expectations. Zeni, Prophete, Cason
and Phillips (2001), explain that teachers can think “I don’t really have a culture” and
“I don’t have any prejudices” (p.121); they can have a comfortable sense of being
normal and students as different. Furthermore, my sense of what seemed normal
practice had been influenced by the University’s prevailing practices and attitudes.
The topic of what seems normal to insiders is further discussed in Chapter Six, in
which I propose a theoretical framework to explain the acculturating effect of
university culture.
In the past, I had simply accepted that some students had different
expectations, some had limited comprehension, and some cheated. By taking an
interest in the concepts of plagiarism, I started to comprehend that maybe the
concepts were different and problematic, maybe they were embedded in academic
literacies and practices. By asking students about their understandings, I was
becoming informed about different perspectives.

Method of analysis
In the previous chapter I outlined the canons which support methods of interpretation.
In this chapter these underpin the approaches I used to analyse data from the
postings, interviews and films, and how I interpreted these texts.
I present the discussions, interviews and films as autonomous texts (Canon
Three). The electronic postings are written communications and the interviews and
films are transcriptions, thus the three data collections are written texts. For each text
type I review the context and explain the text and findings, and then I interpret these
explanations. Rather than being a repeatable survey in which the same results would
be expected to demonstrate reliability, I defend my interpretation as a construction
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pertaining to the contexts, the informants, and my roles of interviewer and researcher.
These roles are not separate from the process, rather they are discussed because
they are relevant to understanding and interpretation.
Hermeneutic analysis has been likened to a grounded theory approach
(Rennie, 2000). Grounded theory (Glasser & Strauss, 1967) develops theory from the
data, rather than testing the data against the theory or testing a hypothesis. The
findings in a grounded theory approach would be a representation of the
interviewees’ responses and would be data driven (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p.
202). In this way, in the content analysis (Patton, 2002) of the texts, I used key terms
and patterns to identify types of responses which could be put into themes. Due to
the relatively small number of postings and interview and film texts, I used manual
coding for this analysis. This method of analysis involved first reading through the
postings to build a general understanding of the whole, and similarly listening to the
audio tapes and films before transcribing them. In order to see the individual
electronic postings as a whole text, I downloaded them into a word document, which
enabled individual postings to be mapped in relation to all the postings. I then worked
from the postings and the transcriptions as texts. Each text was analysed by looking
for repetition, similarities and differences and grouped accordingly. From this
categorisation, I looked for themes, and then returned to individual texts. This
process of review and adjustment of analysis was ongoing.
The term, ‘themes’ in this content analysis refers to groupings of related
concepts or topics. Analysing data in this way meant that responses were initially in
broad collections as responses to questions, then as patterns were sought, the
number of themes expanded. Coding of the responses then reduced the number of
categories as the related concepts became clearer. One way of determining a theme,
also known as a category, is to ask the question: “What is this expression an example
of?” (Ryan & Bernard, 2003, p. 87). Thus a theme can be likened to a broad concept.
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After presenting the findings from each inquiry, I move to the whole picture
and analyse a confluence of themes to enable a holistic interpretation. Before doing
this, I detail the context for the electronic discussion, explain the postings and discuss
the limitations. I then describe the interviews, explain the findings and discuss the
limitations, and in the same way, repeat this explanation of the film texts.

The electronic discussion
An asynchronous electronic discussion on the topic of plagiarism was set up for
students in a first year English language subject. The purpose of this subject was to
develop understanding of the linguistic and cultural factors which underlie academic
discourse in English, by:


analysing / identifying cross-cultural similarities and differences in
academic discourse (i.e. in spoken, written and electronic forms of
language used in academic contexts)



exploring the cultural values which shape those differences



applying the knowledge and skills learned. (EDU1ESL Workbook, 2004)

The process of contributing to an electronic discussion was familiar to the students,
as participation in such forums was a regular activity in this subject.
Of the enrolment of 111 students in the English language subject, 64
information and consent forms were collected, and of the 64 students, 52 posted to
the discussion (each posting automatically registered with the student’s name). This
number of informants was sufficient to provide patterns of responses. While students
gave individual interpretations in their responses these could generally be grouped
into categories, indicating that increasing the number of informants would not have
increased the themes.
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Box 4.1 Electronic discussion questions
The students were asked:
1. Do you have a name for plagiarism in your first language?
2. Is the concept the same in your first culture? Please explain any differences.
3. What are your views about plagiarism?

The fixed questions above presume that the students had some
understanding (Patton, 2002) of plagiarism in the Australian academic context.
Question 1 invited the students to recognise the concept by asking them to label it.
Question 2 suggested that there could be different understandings and so led
students to consider the cultural contexts, although it did allow students to reject the
notion of cultural difference. Question 3 presumes students have ‘views’, which was
an encouragement for them to communicate their concerns and personal judgments.
The audience and respondents for the questions were both the lecturer and
fellow students, because they could read all the postings. This duality was paralleled
in the style of language and content of the postings. It seemed that some students
chose to answer with what they had learnt from their previous formal education by
expressing what they had learnt as an appropriate epistemology; others were more
emotional and spoke about their feelings.

Explanation of the findings
Initially I reviewed the responses under the three broad topics: Defining plagiarism;
How the concept differed from other academic cultures, and Perceptions. These
topics were developed from the questions the students responded to. Then I
underlined the repeated terms used by the students. These key repeated terms:
confusing, strict, hard, difficult, serious, dishonest, stealing, bad, and moral,
underpinned the organisation of the themes. Following this I moved to an inductive
approach (Patton, 2002, p. 453) and looked for patterns and groupings of ideas.
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Counting and labelling repetitions in the students’ perceptions led to categories of
concepts of Confusion; Concern; Student authorship; Imposition; Cultural difference;
Cultural similarity; Acceptance of concept; A moral issue, and Attitude of challenge.
Once categorised, I realised that in some cases the students were talking about the
same concept but from different perspectives. For example, postings that related to
the terms strict (used by eight students), confused (used by seven students) and
concern about ‘student authorship’ (eight students) were eventually categorised
under the theme of Concern. In this way, the discussion postings were narrowed to
six themes: Cultural similarity; Cultural difference; Concern; Challenge; Moral issue,
and Accept concept.
Some postings were statements rather than part of a conversation. This can
be explained by the limitations of the questions and the characteristics of this
discussion forum, which, rather than being a spontaneous posting with a thread of
replies, was a question posted by a lecturer to an asynchronous discussion.
More than half of the students, in 28 instances, wrote that the concept of
plagiarism they were meeting at an Australian university was different from their
previous educational experience. Of these students, 19 had concerns about
plagiarism. In their words, they were confused or found compliance hard. They
reported difficulties understanding how they could write about what they had learnt
without copying from sources, deciding what they were expected to acknowledge and
working out how they should do this. On the other hand, 20 students indicated that
rather than being cynical, they are accepting of the emphasis on plagiarism, and only
five students challenged or questioned the prevailing approaches. Sixteen of the 52
students labelled plagiarism as a moral or ethical issue. Table 4.2 provides a
summary of these data and links the themes of responses with students’ countries of
origin.
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Table 4.2 Postings by country of origin
Countries

Cultural

Cultural

(16)

similarity

difference

Students (52)

(17)

(28)

China (26)

3

HongKong (3)

1

Japan (3)

Concern

Challenge

Moral issue

Accept

(5)

(16)

concept

(19)
20

(20)
12
1

3

Vietnam (2)

1

1

Somalia (2)

1

1

12

10

1

1

2

1
2

1

India (1)

1

Germany (4)

4

Sweden,
Denmark,
Norway (5)
Italy (1)

4

Mexico &
Colombia (3)
France (1)

2

Hungary (1)

1

1

1

2

2

1

1

1

1
4

2

1

1

1
1

Cultural differences and similarities
Twenty four of the students who declared that there were cultural differences
between the understanding of plagiarism they had met at university in Australia and
what they had experienced in their home country came from Asian countries.
“Chinese think copy others’ work is a good habit for learning, in this point, it is
completely different to the concept of plagiarism. In the Australia academic
concept of plagrism2, copying is the worst student do, it is not encourage...”
It was not only Asian students who found the concept of plagiarism new. “I just have
a thought about plagiarism. That’s completly new for me, we even don’t have word for
that in Hungary, so first of all i had to understand it, but the background really
interests me.“

2

The quotations are as posted by the students, including word errors and non-standard
syntax.
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In seven instances it was pointed out that the cultural differences, rather than
being between countries, were between secondary school and university.
“In my country, Vietnam…Students can take other authors’ ideas or write
exactly word by word (if they can learn by heart) from the books without worry
event when we did not write the name of the author or the book which we had
read. However for higher education (under-graduate and higher) it is a big
problem if a student plagiarise.”
Whether or not the students had experienced university in their home country was not
known. Typically in this first year subject, a number of students had studied at
university in their home country before coming to Australia. A future research
opportunity would be to compare student perceptions of the concepts of plagiarism
and acknowledgment in secondary education with perceptions in university. Recent
research into students’ perceptions (Gullifer & Tyson, 2010; Power, 2009; Shi, 2008)
indicates that university is a new cultural experience for all commencing students.
Nevertheless, proportionately more European than Asian students stated that
the way plagiarism is defined in Australia is similar to what they had experienced
before.
“It is also the same concept like in Germany.”
Some students noted similar definitions, but a slightly different approach in Australia.
“In Danish the name for plagiarism is “plagiering” but no one really use that
word, I guess people would just say “cheating” or “copying from others’ etc.
Everybody know that it’s not acceptable but we don’t talk much about it…”
“Getting an idea from someone else and using it in other words, woulden’t be
plagiarising in my country. But it would in Australia, so it doesn’t seem like
Norwegian schools are as strick as Australian schools when it comes to this
issue.”
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Only four Asian students claimed plagiarism was a familiar concept. “Plagiarism can
be deemed as copy of idea as well as copy of words. I think the concept of plagiarism
in China/Hong Kong is quite similar to that of Western countries.”

Concerns
More than half (19) the students who wrote that plagiarism was culturally different for
them said that they were concerned in some way. In some cases these concerns
related to the chance of ‘unintentional’ plagiarism:
“Sometimes is really confusing to see if it is real plagiarism, because the
student might not wanted to cheat and he just got confused.”
“I think it is very easy to do it (plagiarism) specially when trying to explain
someone elses ideas in your own words, that is why is very important to be
awared.”
There were also what amounted to pleas for understanding, with the declarations that
the rules were too hard. “Base on the cultural differences on Hong Kong and
Australia, Plagiarism make me feel very confused, it is new for me, sometimes it is
hard to understand…”
The need to demonstrate student authorship and acknowledge appropriately
was a concern. Some students alluded to the complexity of determining whose words
they could use, how they could use them and whether or not they needed to attribute
a source.
“It is hard sometimes to distinguish what you have red in a particular textbook
with something you have just picked up somewhere else...”
“Sometimes it is difficult to distinguish what may be considered as plagiarims,
as there is no clear deviding line between general knowledge and a person’s
opinion.”
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This for some is also a language issue. “Back home we have to make refferences as
well but I’m not sure if we have to be so accurat in not copying anything. probably i
never had a lot of trouble with it since i was writing in my first language.”

Challenge
The “Challenge” category in Table 4.2 includes students who were challenging the
rules, irritated by the focus on plagiarism and one who asked about plagiarism and
lecturers.
“I am sick of hearing the word ‘plagiarism’, since it is so much discussed in
Australia.”
“Thinking of ‘Plagiarism’ mostly relates to students in this topic, correct? I’m
now wondering if the term exists when it comes to teachers, lecturers, tutors,
etc. Are they allowed to take work of other people and use it as their own?”

A moral issue
In 16 postings, students were adamant that plagiarism was a moral problem. Five of
these students, despite reporting only having learnt about plagiarism when they
studied English in Australia, used terms of morality to describe the issue. Four
students used the term “dishonest”; seven referred to plagiarism as “stealing”; four
said it was “immoral”, and one used the term “unethical”.
”I think plagiarism is a very immoral and unvirtuous behaviour, and even a
kind of spiritual crime.”
“In China, there is not a very clear definition about plagiarism and it is different
from that in Australia... [now] I think plagiarism is unethical and this behaviour
is just like stealing.”
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Acceptance of the concept
Not all the students were meeting a new concept, and not all were alarmed by
plagiarism. In fact, twenty of the students supported the notion of plagiarism
reduction.
“A very good concept to protect writers’ ideas.”
“Personally I think the concept of plagiarism should be taught for all student at
any level.”
“This concept make student not to be lazy…”
Another student was irritated, but acknowledged the legitimacy of the University’s
approach. “Plagiarism is one of the rules in Uni education system. It made me feel
frustrated and it is annoying when I lose mark from it. But on the other hand, it is
understandable why uni. requires it.”
Later in this chapter, these findings are analysed with the findings from the
taped and filmed interviews in the “Interpretation of findings” section.

Limits
Unlike an interview, the questions for the electronic discussion were fixed and could
not be adjusted to respond to students’ replies. In the case of replies where the
message could not be deciphered, there was no opportunity to ask for a new answer.
Similarly, there was no opportunity to seek further elaboration. On the other hand,
electronic postings are in convenient format which enables flexible access for both
respondents and researcher.
In the discussion postings, there was a pattern of responses that I had not
expected, but on reflection a pattern that does not seem surprising. The timing of
some of the postings clustered according to countries: Chinese, German, Hong Kong,
Somali, Norwegian and Swedish. When a student from one of these countries made
a posting other students from the same country posted their opinions, not overtly in
reply as in a conversation but more as a reaction. It is possible that these students
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were waiting to see what their compatriots wrote for fear of saying the wrong thing, or
perhaps they were less inclined to respond to what ‘others’ wrote? Whatever the
reason, it seems likely that the students were being influenced by the conditions of
the electronic group discussion.
This electronic discussion, being an open forum, could have invited
contributions that students might calculate as epistemologically appropriate, rather
than being what they actually believe. The lack of anonymity in this class discussion
could have been a limit to what people might have been prepared to admit. The
students were aware that other students and lecturers could read their responses.
The number of postings in which plagiarising was described as an immoral act could
indicate that students were expressing a position they saw as meeting expected
standards. And similarly, only two students expressed irritation, although three more
were prepared to question the rules. This electronic discussion was not an everyday
conversation – the students knew that both the lecturer and the researcher were an
audience.
Some of the limitations of this asynchronous discussion were anticipated.
These included the public nature of the discussion, the inherent danger in admitting
too much about one’s own practices which could be judged as either ignorant or
deceitful, and the presence of fellow students and teachers as readers. In three
comments, the English language errors impeded communication.
The discussions in this subject had been set up for students to engage in
sharing their perceptions and what they had been experiencing as problematic. In this
subject, discussion about academic discourse and skills was built into the curriculum,
and the students had experienced their concerns and questions being taken on as
teaching and learning opportunities. Thus, I had a reasonable anticipation that a
number of students would respond to the discussion and would see it as a learning
and sharing opportunity
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The discussion forum did not test students’ ability to recognise plagiarism and
acknowledge appropriately. An earlier study at a New York university which looked at
whether or not students can recognize plagiarism concluded that many students lack
the necessary knowledge to distinguish between a correctly paraphrased and
referenced text and that which had been plagiarised (Roig, 1997). In this thesis, I was
more interested in inquiring into students’ perceptions of the concepts of plagiarism
and acknowledgment, rather than checking their skills.
The postings gave a broad picture of students’ perceptions. Following from
this, the interviews were expected to provide the opportunity for a deeper
conversation about students’ understandings.

The interviews
Given the findings from the electronic discussion, despite its limitations, I expected
that the interviews would enable further understanding of plagiarism from students’
perspectives. The interviews showed that having concerns about plagiarism and how
to acknowledge was common, and while some of these might be related to meeting
different cultural understandings, they were expressed according to individual
experience. It was clear by the time the last interview was analysed that all the
interviewees had concerns about plagiarism. These provided the impetus to develop
action and further investigations into understandings of the concepts around
plagiarism.

The interview context
Each interview took about thirty minutes and was conducted in my office, a familiar
place for the students who had sought academic language and learning advice. Prior
to taping each interview, I explained the purpose of the research and also showed the
students the sorts of questions I would be asking (see below). This was to reassure
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those who were worried about misunderstanding the language of the questions. The
interviews were conducted in English, which as was stated earlier, was not the
students’ first language.
Using Patton’s guide to qualitative interviewing (2002), I used different
approaches to encourage communication, clarification, and to provide opportunities
for students to tell me more. Sometimes I set the question into a context, for example
Can you remember when you first started at uni…? Sometimes, I asked a question in
a different way, and sometimes I asked students to explain or elaborate on their
answer. I regularly re-stated interviewees’ replies, to check that I had understood
what was intended. In order to build empathy and encourage elaboration I nodded in
affirmation of responses. My intention was to create communication opportunities, so
I made a conscious decision to listen to each student with all my attention. This
accorded the students respect and privileged their voice. I listened to each student
with concentrated care, resisting the temptation to say too much. This allowed
students time to form their responses, give examples and expand on claims.
Supplying a bank of interview questions ensured that I had a list of topics
which could be used with each student. These questions sought more detail than
those posted to the electronic discussions and were developed to inquire into
students’ understandings of appropriation (Barks and Watts, 2000) and their
experience of learning about plagiarism in Australian higher education (Pennycook,
1996). Some of the questions invited recollection of experiences and did not require
much analysis on the student’s part. Other questions, for example 1 Are there times
when it is OK to copy what someone else has written?, led to either a simple rule
based response or a more analytical response. The responses led me to ask further
questions and to invite students to talk in detail about their thoughts on the issue of
when copying is legitimate for learning and when it is a transgression. Question 3, Is
this the same when you write in your home country?, led students to think about what
copying and plagiarism involve in order to compare any cultural differences. Question
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4, How would you define plagiarism?, presumes that students have considerations to
share and makes such an activity seem reasonable and “natural” (Patton, 2002, p.
369). This sort of question encourages informants to articulate ideas and is also the
direct approach underpinning the remaining questions. The final question did not
assume that students needed advice but it did provide an opportunity to seek advice.
The question also signalled completion of the interview. While I expected to find
common themes in the interviews, I also expected that individual students would
have had different experiences and understandings, so the interview structure
allowed for some exploration of their particular responses.

Box 4.3 Interview questions
1.

Are there times when it is OK to copy what someone else has written?

2.

How do you use other people’s words in your writing? What do you do
when you want to use someone else’s words?

3.

Is this the same when you write in your home country?

4.

How would you define plagiarism?

5.

What have you learnt about plagiarism since you’ve been studying at
university in Australia?

6.

What have your lecturers told you about plagiarism?

7.

When have you heard about plagiarism?

8.

How do you avoid plagiarism?

9.

What do you think about the concept of plagiarism?

10.

Is there anything about plagiarism that you are unsure about?

The informants
Table 4.4 shows the student demographic. There is a representation of nationalities,
although as in the electronic postings and university enrolments, Chinese students
are the majority international student group.
In this purposive sample selection, convenience was a factor, but the students
I invited to be interviewed had also shown an interest in talking about their studies, so
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I expected they would be effective informants. Students who were users of the
Language and Academic Skills Unit were asked if they would agree to be interviewed
about the topic of plagiarism. I explained the purpose of the research and suggested
some suitable times for an interview, which, in addition to be being practical, provided
an opportunity for students to decline if they did not want to be involved. All the
interviews from the students who consented to be interviewed have been included in
this thesis, with the exception of two interviews which could not be deciphered
because of a corrupted tape.
An expectation that postgraduate students might be more at ease than the
undergraduates in a university environment (cf. Swales & Feak, 2004) was not
evidenced in this group of students. Jane from Indonesia and doing a Graduate
Diploma in Journalism talked about her initial alarm in trying to work out what was
expected in writing for an Australian university. She reported that on hearing about
plagiarism:
“I got a shock. Because I feel that I got scared also I don’t know how to write
already. This is more like probably a culture thing, it takes time to get used to
it.”
Similarly, Carla from Denmark said that the focus on plagiarism and how she had to
attribute sources here was “strange”. She was surprised at the academic literacy
requirements of her Humanities subjects. The experiences of these women exemplify
different approaches to academic discourse. Jane’s experience could be explained
by contrastive rhetoric (Connor, 1996), which analyses academic writing by exposing
discourse features defined by cultural differences. Accordingly, differences in
Indonesian texts when contrasted with English language texts would be evidence of
cultural styles. This framework for analysing texts is further discussed in Chapter Six.
Carla’s experience could be explained by an “academic socialisation” model, which
Lea and Street (2006, p. 369) explain as being “concerned with students’
acculturation into disciplinary and subject-based discourses and genres”. This idea of
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academic socialisation is also discussed in Chapter Six, where it is subverted by
applying it to lecturer acculturation in academe.
Vo from Vietnam and doing a Masters by course work said that avoiding
plagiarism was more complicated than he had expected. He said that Vietnamese
students were “scared” because the need to find evidence from research was so
“difficult”. Also doing a Masters by course work, Lola from Singapore had difficulties,
but she told a different story. Unlike the other students, her struggle was not with the
discourse expectations; rather, it had been when “the difficulty of the subject was
really overwhelming” and she had not known where to get help. She had cheated and
was caught. In the interview, she looked down, avoiding eye contact and told me
about confronting imminent failure, and how in panic she had resorted to copying. Not
only had she cheated, she had not known the conventions of referencing. I first met
her when she came to a workshop to learn how to reference properly.
Aki who was doing a Diploma of Education, had completed her undergraduate
studies in Japan. She paralleled the referencing style used in her Bachelors with the
Harvard style, and declared that the approach to acknowledgment in Japan was the
same as in Australia. She saw language as the problem.
“I always think that I should not plagiarise and I should avoid plagiarism, but I
think it is more difficult to avoid plagiarism in Australia. Because it is difficult to
paraphrase some one’s writing or phrase because of my poor English skills.”
Aki was not alone in seeing language as a concern, but in her case it was the primary
focus.
The three undergraduate students from China were concerned about
plagiarism, but voiced their concerns quite differently. Lesley openly declared her
confusion. Sean switched from asserting his embrace of the prevailing standards to
admitting to being unsure about these standards. Sue maintained a critical and even
derisive stance with regard to the conventions.

109

Lesley declared from the outset that she was not sure “what kind of thing can
be seen as plagiarism”. She said, “I’m not quite sure how much to use other people’s
words, how much can use...I’m confused”. Her description of the Chinese experience
suggests she was meeting different rules in Australia. She described the Chinese
approach as distinguishing the standards expected of students from those expected
of scholars. Recalling her own studies in China, Lesley said that students typically
copied and pasted for their essays, but the teachers would accept this because “it
doesn’t matter because you won’t publish it so no one will find it and to make some
problem”, but “publish a book like scholarship it’s quite different”.
Sean, on the other hand, claimed that copying without acknowledgment is
unacceptable in China “because you don’t learn, you haven’t learnt anything from the
words you copied”. You could, however, copy “from some famous people’s words
and some ancient point and that actually made your answer look very good”.
Sean seemed determined to communicate that he knew how to meet the prevailing
standards. With regard to academic writing in Australia, he declared that
paraphrasing was the “fine” way to avoid plagiarising. “English has hundreds words
can explain the same meaning so if you do want to change it’s not a real big
problem”.
Despite this confidence in language, later he said he was a “bit confused” about when
he needed to acknowledge. Sean reported being told by his lecturers that, “if you
plagiarism take someone else’s work you’ll be punished severely”. He said he was
“OK” with the focus on plagiarism in Australia, but then said, “Sometimes I don’t
adapt very well.”
Sue had opinions on acknowledgment and plagiarism, and she relished
pronouncing these. She spoke with confidence about her approach to synthesising
sources in China and how her Chinese teachers were “experienced” so they could
assess her ability to use sources. In contrast, the English approach is “very
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complex… bullshit and not necessary!” With regard to plagiarism, Sue had learnt that
“you must not use over 20% of the original words”, and also that:
“Plagiarism is a very serious dangerous issue...I [am] very careful about it,
very very careful… you know it’s very serious issue in Western country. And if
you didn’t do it well, it means deal with it well, your tutor or the Western
country people will think Chinese people or Asian people are the cheater”.
The idea of self-plagiarism was strange to Sue, and she pointed out that sorting out
who copied whom is fraught, but she concluded that sometimes acknowledgment
was reasonable. “You must do it because it’s other people’s effort.”

Table 4.4 Interviewees
Name3

Gender

Nationality

Course

Sue

F

China

Undergraduate, Business

Jane

F

Indonesia

Graduate Diploma, Journalism

Carla

F

Denmark

Graduate Diploma, International
Development

Lola

F

Singapore

Masters Course Work, Public
Health

Lesley

F

China

Undergraduate, Humanities

Aki

F

Japan

Diploma Education

Vo

M

Vietnam

Masters Course Work, Applied
Linguistics

Sean

M

China

Undergraduate, Media Studies

The descriptions of the informants reveal that Sue, Jane, Carla, Lola, Lesley,
Vo and Sean perceive the approaches to plagiarism in Australia as being culturally
different from their previous educational experiences. Vo, however, had also
declared the concepts of plagiarism in Australian higher education to be the same as

3

To protect the informants’ privacy, their names have been changed. Care was taken to align
this pseudonym with the type of name that the students themselves use (Kvale & Brinkmann,
2009, p. 272).
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that of his home country. This seeming contradiction reflects the multiple ways that
the concepts of plagiarism can be defined and understood. The concept of plagiarism
as evidence of hidden and intended misappropriation is unlikely to be a culturally
unique concept (cf. Phan, 2006), however, as discussed in Chapter Two of this
thesis, the ways that acknowledgment of sources of evidence are enacted in
academic discourse can be culturally distinctive.

Explanation of the findings
The interviews were intended to provide material which would lead to further
theoretical and practical research. When considered together, the eight interviews are
a tale of students’ concerns about the difficulty of avoiding plagiarism. In some cases,
reporting the circumstances before and following the interviews made for a fuller
picture and allowed an interpretation of the interviews, rather than just “re-presenting
the views of the interviewees” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 267).
The process of transcribing the interviews meant I was hearing the students
again. This was useful in trying to understand their message. I not only analysed the
transcriptions by repeated reading and categorising, I also listened to the tapes
numerous times, even returning to these when I reviewed the transcripts during the
write-up.
The texts from the interviews were analysed for topics of meaning and these
were formed into themes. The interview questions provided the means to initially
correlate answers into themes. With the themes in hand, the texts were again
reviewed to check the fit between all the topics. This led to revisions in themes.
Where comments did not fit the themes, these were reviewed by seeing if they
correlated to any literature, if they were variations, or if they were an idiosyncratic
experience. This was not necessarily straightforward, for example, one student talked
about her experience of cheating. It was an isolated case, but it fitted into a number
of themes including plagiarism as a moral issue.
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Before writing up the analysis, I reviewed each text individually, then moved to
the whole, then returned to the individual text. I read each transcript for themes and
also listened again to the interview, in order to confirm and check the transcription
and my understanding of what was said. Having done this for each interview, I
reviewed all the interviews to see which themes were common. The main interview
themes were Cultural similarity; Cultural difference; Moral issue; Accept academic
integrity, Concerns and Difference as imposition. With headings from the themes, I
then copied interview extracts (labelled with the student name) under each heading
and so was able to review student comments under themes. In this document I could
look for topics and recurring language. Under the theme of Concerns, the sub-themes
of Language; Acknowledgment; Originality, and Fear were revealed.
The findings from the interviews reveal patterns of responses, and the
individual interviews indicate how each student tries to make sense of the particular
problems that they discern as pertinent to their views of the academic experience in
Australia. The patterns reveal some of the problems of plagiarism and citation
conventions confronting students unfamiliar with Australian university. Table 4.5 gives
the themes common to the interviews. All the students reported that they had
concerns, and Sue, Jane, Carla, Lesley, Vo and Sean talked about how the system of
acknowledgment here differs from what they had learnt before. Only two students
reported cultural similarities in how plagiarism is understood in Australia and their
home country, and one of these also reported differences. The issue of plagiarism as
being culturally different or similar was discussed in the “Informants” section above.
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Table 4.5 Interview categories
Student

Cultural

Cultural

similarity

difference

Moral issue

Accept

Concerns

concept

Difference as
imposition

Sue

*

*

*

*

*

Jane

*

*

*

*

*

Carla

*

*

*

*

Lola

*

*

*

*

Lesley

*

*

*

*

*

*

Aki

*

Vo

*

Sean

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

A moral issue
The issue of plagiarism as a moral issue was raised by some of the informants. Sean
explained that he had learned from “the language centre” to acknowledge his sources
and if he did not, it is “like you steal something from other people. It’s kind of crime
…you should do your own work not just copy or cheat”.
Suggesting that this issue of morality was a cultural matter, Sue declared that
“Western people think copying is wrong”, and Jane reported that her “teacher said
[unacknowledged copying was] not truthful”.

Acceptance of academic integrity
Despite their concerns about the dangers of plagiarism, all the students reported
some acceptance of the need for universities to focus on reducing plagiarism. The
concept of academic integrity was appreciated, despite the concepts of plagiarism
and proper acknowledgment being elusive (cf. Gullifer & Tyson, 2010). Even Sue
noted that the focus on acknowledgment “shows respect” – an attitude also defended
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by Aki and Sean. Jane, who complained that acknowledgment was an imposition,
also defended its benefits when she argued that it is a means to present evidence for
one’s work. Lola, who had been penalised for cheating, defended the focus on
plagiarism reduction when she said that students “shouldn’t steal”.

Student concerns
All the students had concerns, and these are discussed below. Table 4.6 details the
students’ concerns and matches these to the individual. Some of the students were
actually analysing the problem of plagiarism, while others expressed fear about the
possibility of making a mistake or getting into trouble. The only student who did not
raise the issue of language was Lola from Singapore where English is an official
language. For the other students, not working in their native language was seen as a
burden. Despite their concerns and the positioning of differences as an imposition by
most, all the students had some acceptance of the need for universities to have
standards of academic integrity.

Language concerns
Language was an important issue for these students, who were not studying in their
first language. For Jane the expectation of flawless academic English was a serious
confrontation, and she complained that when she had the same idea as another
author it was not fair that she could not use their words which would make better
sense. Lola said she was uncertain about which key words needed to be
acknowledged. Similarly, Carla was unsure about what language could be used
without acknowledgment and argued against penalizing copied language. She asked
for advice about an example of paraphrasing. She presented her sentence:
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“Regarding the purpose of this speech, it will be too much to explore the
whole cluster of economic, military, political and technological factors that led
to the worldwide dominance of English as a global language”.
She asked if she needed to acknowledge the original sentence, as printed here:
The cluster of economic, military, political, and technological factors that led to
the worldwide dominance of English as a language of wider communication is
well documented. (Bruthiaux, 2002, p.129)
Carla was disappointed when I argued for quotation marks for the copied words. She
countered that copying a sentence or phrase hardly seems much of a misdemeanour,
given that the alternative is to find a new set of words to restate, perhaps less
efficiently, something which already communicates effectively.

Acknowledgment concerns
When, how and why acknowledgment was important was talked about. According to
Aki, “it is difficult to decide which is common sense and which is the author’s idea”.
With regard to referencing, Sue and Vo emphasized the difficult demand of having to
explicitly refer to many sources, while Carla commented that in her previous
experience it was the argument not its source that was emphasized. She had studied
law in Denmark and was unprepared for the need to reference in the humanities
subjects she was studying in Australia.
“[At first] I didn’t have any references at all. That was a bit hard. So I had to
learn all those words like ‘according to, he knows, he describes’. That wasn’t
in my vocabulary at all.”

Sean contrasted his experience in China with that in Australia, noting that in
China quoting famous philosophers without attribution was expected by his high
school teachers.
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“I’m trying to acknowledge all the ideas I learn from other people because I
know here this plagiarism is a really serious issue. But from my point of view
cannot really tell when it’s not clear to acknowledge.”

Originality concerns
Sue and Jane noted differences in attitudes to originality and how ideas were
attributed. Jane seemed to see ideas as unique and belonging to an originator; in
contrast, Sue took the line that nothing is original. The women also commented on
the expectation to extensively use and attribute sources in English academic writing.
Sue explained her Chinese approach to using sources:
“I obtain all information in my mind and combine them, and then I will use my
language to paraphrase the idea or something else. That means it’s your
idea.”
In contrast, the approach she must use in Australia is “to paraphrase well and do a lot
of detail about your references...”
Vo also found this detailed attribution a burden, and he commented that in
Vietnam he could write what he thought, but this was not the case for English
academic writing,
“I have to read more books to make notes to support for my idea, it is very
difficult…If you write it you have to find some evidence for that. The writer can
spend a lot of time doing this.”
According to these students, explicit reference to and discussion of sources in
Australian academic writing contrasts with use of references in China, Indonesia and
Vietnam.

Fear
Some of the students said they were fearful about plagiarism. Jane and Lesley talked
about unfairness and the imposition of the rules which they had to comply with. “They
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have the strict rule and you must obey it. So I’m afraid of plagiarism, so I really be
careful…” (Lesley).
The students were aware of the serious consequences of being found to have
cheated – “severe punishment” (Sean) and “shame” (Sue). There was concern about
inconsistent and unfair treatment, and Jane saw herself as being treated unfairly. She
used the term “fair/unfair” seven times, and said she was shocked when she first
heard about plagiarism. “Because I feel that I got scared also I don’t know how to
write”. Vo also used the word “scared” to describe how Vietnamese students feel
about having to use references properly. While Lesley described herself as weighed
down by “the problem” and lacking understanding, Lola, the student who had actually
been punished for cheating, seemed confident she could avoid plagiarism by
following the advice she was receiving.

Table 4.6 Students and their concerns
Students

Language

Acknowledgment

Originality

Fear

Sue

*

*

*

*

Jane

*

*

*

*

Carla

*

*

*

* in the past

*

Lola
Lesley

*

*

Aki

*

*

Vo

*

*

Sean

*

*

*

*

*
*

Difference as imposition
All the informants used the word “different” to describe the approach to
acknowledgment that they were meeting in their Australian university studies. For
some this difference was a criticism. Rather than being engaged with their teachers in
learning, these students tended to position their lecturers and the university as the
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other. There were individual issues. Sue was irritated by the imposition (as she saw
it) of learning this new approach to acknowledgment; Carla argued for the primacy of
the text over the author, and Lola told her story of resorting to cheating when she was
unable to communicate with her lecturer.
Sue referred to her Australian teachers as “he” or “they”. On the other hand,
her Chinese teacher is referred to as “my teacher”, as in the following quote when
she explains why referencing is not necessary in China.
“In my opinion, my teacher is very experienced so they know how much ability
you’ve got, so depends on his experience and he can tell whether you have
copied from the paper.”
In contrast, she is disparaging and cynical about what and how her Australian
lecturers teach about plagiarism, and she mercilessly parodies what she considers to
be their pathetic attempts at imparting the importance of avoiding plagiarism. Not
mocking, but quietly critical, Lola, who had been penalised for cheating experienced
her lecturer as unavailable and unhelpful and then “cold” in his dealings with her.
Following the rules or otherwise is sometimes a matter of expedience or
balancing pressures. Faced with strangeness and uncertainty, Sue, who reported
learning about how to reference at “the language centre”, is mocking.
“Here it is very complex, why you do very details about every reference? It’s
hard for me…When I tell my mother she said why you come here and do this
completely different type of learning…It’s just a different culture; maybe some
Western people think it’s very important.”
In a similar vein, Carla says, “…at times I found it ridiculous”.
Some of the students commented on a lack of advice and teaching about the
conventions of citation and avoiding plagiarism. “I think no one tell me exactly what
can be plagiarism. I don’t know exactly what is like plagiarism. I know there is really
strict rule about plagiarism” (Lesley). As Sue pointed out, being told to avoid
plagiarism is not the same as being taught about the issues.
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Limits
In conducting the interviews and then analysing the postings and the interviews I
faced the issue of cultural differences between the informants and the interviewer.
Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) discuss the concern of interviewing people across
cultures and advise that, “when doing cross-cultural interviewing it is difficult to
become aware of the multitude of cultural factors that affect the relationship between
interviewer and interviewee” (p. 144). But, the issue was not just cross-cultural:
Difficulties in recognizing disparities in language use, gestures, and cultural
norms, may also arise within a researcher’s own culture when interviewing
across gender and generation, or social class and religion. Such differences
between subcultures may not be as pronounced as those between different
cultures, but if the researcher makes the implicit assumption that everyone
belongs to a common culture, intercultural variations may be difficult to detect.
(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 145)

The students represented a sampling of discipline areas, however, no
students from science courses were interviewed. There was no intention behind this;
the convenience approach meant that the students at hand became the informants.
In some cases, English language impeded communication. In an
uncomfortable interview with Akie, I tried to get answers to questions, but we both
struggled to develop a conversation. Without a strong command of English, Akie
tended to give short answers, and I kept asking her for more, but, in comparison with
the other interviews, she had little to say about the problem of plagiarism.
Reality as it seems in an interview is not fixed, as the horizons of what we can
see and choose to see change. What a student might say at a given point in time
could reflect a construction of reality relevant to the circumstances of the interview.
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For example, in an interview students might (wrongly) believe that they have
mastered the rules of attribution, or they could avoid revealing that they break the
rules of attribution. One explanation could be the power difference between the
interviewer (a staff member) and the interviewee (a student), as was discussed
earlier in this chapter and in Chapter Three. Walford (2001, p. 90) points out that
interviewees try to present themselves as reasonable, rational and ethical, even if
they lie. They may be constructing a perspective of themselves for the interviewer.
This constructed perspective was revealed in incidents following the
interviews with Jane and Sean. Jane, despite claiming in the interview that she did
not use unattributed text in her work, did exactly that. She came to me for advice on a
piece of work which was a well-constructed pastiche of copied texts, explaining that
in this subject with its emphasis on form rather than content, if she used her own
words she would not pass. Her choice was to copy or be excluded. She chose to
copy. Sean also copied. He had explained that by paraphrasing a student could copy
appropriately, but later he admitted, “…I’m not sure the line when you can and when
you can’t [acknowledge] - it’s a bit confusing”.
A few months later, Sean came for advice about an essay that had failed because of
too much copying. Text matches showed both attributed and unattributed quotes;
some of the attributed quotes were without quotation marks and some of the
‘paraphrases’ had been deemed by his lecturer as too close to the original.
In the next section, I continue interviewing students, but this time I am not the
only audience, and I am the ‘hidden’ interviewer. The students were being filmed to
inform an imagined audience of lecturers.

The film: “Students talking about plagiarism”
In 2006, six students talking about plagiarism and cheating were filmed at an
Australian university to produce the DVD, “Students talking about plagiarism” (East,
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2007), as a learning resource for staff. The texts being explained and analysed in this
section are the transcripts of the interviews, rather than the edited and reconstructed
oral texts of the finished product. I chose to interpret the full transcripts as texts,
because they present each student’s consideration, while the final film version is edits
of very short student extracts reconstituted under headings such as: What do
students say about the advice they are given? Is cheating taken more seriously in
Australia? If I were a lecturer…

The film context
While it appears from the finished product that the students were delivering a
monologue, which was then ‘mashed-up’ into grabs on particular topics, in actuality
the students were responding to my interview questions, which were later edited out.
Sample questions (see Box 4.7) were given to the students beforehand, other
questions, for example “What would you do if you were a lecturer?”, were developed
as each interview proceeded. The intention of the questions was not to control the
filming, rather they were a guide which was developed following discussion with the
students about what topics they would talk about. The students, who had not been
filmed before in a professional studio, were reassured that they would be responding
to questions and not delivering speeches in front of the camera.
In the film studio, all attention was focused on the student who, under bright
lights, faced me with the camera behind. Each film interview took about 30 minutes.
The students responded to my questions, with the knowledge that these questions
would be edited out, and what would remain would be the response as an
autonomous communication directed to the imagined lecturer as audience. This
meant that students were asked to preface their answers with a contexting phrase,
and in some cases, students had to repeat their responses to meet this need for
autonomous statements. Thus, the students were aware that they were informing an
audience and this was a communication opportunity, but it was not a ‘normal’
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interview. In addition to asking questions, my role was to explain the filming process
and ensure that the students felt comfortable and able to express their opinions. A
colleague, who was out of sight during the interview, played the role of engaged
observer and occasionally suggested follow up questions at the end of the interview.
The camera operators were also out of sight in the operating booth. The students
gave relatively lengthy answers to the questions.

Box 4.7 Film interview questions
1. When did you first hear about plagiarism at university?
2. Tell me about what your lecturers have told you about how to avoid plagiarism?
3. What is the best advice you have received?
4. What have you been taught about how to reference?
5. Do you have any concerns about referencing and how to use other people’s ideas
and words?
6. When is copying OK? When not? When is it plagiarism?
7. Do you or did you ever worry about plagiarism?
8. What would you do if you were accused of plagiarism?

Informants
The students in the film had responded to an advertisement (see Appendix 4) inviting
interested students to have their say about plagiarism. Two of the students
responded to the advertisement posted in the Student Representative Council’s
office. In a meeting in this office to talk about the project, seven students had shown
interest in the project, but only two were available to be filmed. The remaining four
students in the film had responded to the advertisement in the offices of the
Language and Academic Skills Unit.
The students represented a range of backgrounds (see Table 4.7 below).
Only one student was Australian; he was an undergraduate, studying his second year
of law. The international students were from India, Malaysia and China; one was a
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postgraduate student researching human communication sciences, another was
doing a Graduate Diploma of Education and the remaining three were
undergraduates in Commerce, Information Sciences and Business courses. Of the
five international students, four were in their commencing year at university, and one
student was in her third year. This student, Sue, is of particular interest as she had
also been interviewed in 2004 (see the Interview section in this chapter). At that time
she had been disparaging about the cultural conventions of acknowledgment she
was confronting for the first time in an Australian university. In the film text, she refers
to these attitudes as being in the past, and her reflective attitude also reveals that by
the time of the filming she is engaged in the Australian university experience, and the
academic conventions are no longer an imposition.

Table 4.8 Filmed students
Name4

Gender

Nationality

Course

Year

Jonathon

M

Australia

Undergraduate, Law

2

Turag

M

India

Undergraduate, Commerce

1

Min

F

Malaysia

PhD, Human Communication

1

Sciences
Mia

F

China

Undergraduate, Information

1

Sciences
Jenny

F

China

Diploma Education

1

Sue

F

China

Undergraduate, Business

3

Explanation of the findings
The students had much to say about the problem of plagiarism in academic culture,
and using the opportunity to raise their concerns they took on the intention of the film
to communicate the student perspective to lecturers. Not only did the students
explain how the acknowledgment expectations they were dealing with at university

4

To protect the students’ privacy, their names have been changed.
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differed from what they had previously experienced, they discussed concerns of
copying, plagiarism and cheating. Their advice indicates a communication opportunity
for discussion about plagiarism in a teaching and learning approach.
Unlike the inductive approach taken in the analyses of the postings and
interviews, I took advantage of the already categorised themes and used these to
review the tapescripts. The individual responses were initially labelled with the preexisting theme headings to see if there were a correlation. Following this, the relevant
text extracts were copied and pasted under the themes. Of the remaining extracts
one topic, “What would you do if you were accused of plagiarism?” was not included
in the analysis for this thesis; the other topic was categorised under the theme of
Teaching and Learning. The students’ comments were finally categorised under the
themes of Cultural difference; Concern; Moral issue, and Teaching and Learning.
Under the theme of Concern, the students raised issues of Acknowledgment,
Originality and language, Plagiarism is dangerous and Fairness.

Cultural differences
Cultural differences were explained by all the students. The three students from
China reported meeting attitudes at university in Australia different from their
understanding of knowledge as a public good. Mia explained that:
“In China you know the knowledge is seen as public knowledge so it’s not
important to use the reference. You can just use other people’s ideas and
experience just as you like. But here in Australia other people just have their
rights and their own ideas. If you want to use it you have to use proper
reference and here respect other people’s own ideas, but in China we just
think all the knowledge are common knowledge…”
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In a similar vein, Sue explained:
“The difference between China’s academic background and Australia’s is we
can say Australian respect other person’s idea, you know more than China
culture. However, China got very long history and culture; we learn from
copying”.

Min from Malaysia also talked about how acknowledgment conventions differ:
“in Malaysia it is not necessary that we have to cite the author’s name whenever we
take an idea from them”. More explicitly she reported how copying as a learning
practice could be misunderstood:
“The teachers will like teach us to copy some of the good phrases from the
other authors and to use it in our essays, and this will help us to gain high
marks in our writing. So I think probably some of the Asian students like me
have unconsciously adopted this practice into their academic writing in
[Australian] university. And probably unfortunately some of us are being
accused of plagiarism”.

Not surprisingly, on the topic of cultural difference, Jonathon from Australia
had the least to say. He reported that he had been introduced to referencing at
school, but he very quickly realised that “plagiarism is much more of a big deal at uni
than it is at high school”.

Concerns
Three of the students reported their concerns in trying to deal with academic
expectations as if they were reflecting on past experience. Sue in her third year,
reflected on her first year confrontations, and Jonathon in second year explained his
concerns about whether he had properly discussed his references in a previously
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submitted essay. Turag, from India, reported his concern when he initially heard
about plagiarism. He had never heard of plagiarism before coming to an Australian
university.
“I had a very weird feeling. I felt, oh my God, what is plagiarism! I had no idea
what so ever! A brand new word in my vocabulary, and I was very much
embarrassed to talk to people about it, because if I had spoken to them about
this I would have hinted at my ignorance about this particular term. So the first
thing I did was to check out the Oxford dictionary… I wasn’t very happy in
those days ‘cos I was very much ignorant and the cultural differences coming
to a brand new environment and uni studies and the living demands.
Plagiarism took a hold of my time and it had its effects on me. So those were
the days when I really had big issues with plagiarism”.
Sue explained that coming from China she had been irritated when her usual practice
of “copying without any reference to learn to get the knowledge” was not acceptable.
Now she feels “comfortable” about the concept of acknowledging appropriately, but
even so she still faced specific challenges when dealing with a new situation. She
spoke about the difficulties of working out where and when to cite in an auditing
assignment, in which re-presenting the content and words of what was said in
particular judgments and cases is necessary. Unfamiliar with this subject and its
focus on the arguments of others, Sue reported “struggling” and said, “I don’t know
how to cite properly and that really upsets me”. Even though Sue is concerned, this
is different from her first year experience, when she was irritated; now Sue is
engaged in the problem rather than externalising it as an imposition.
Min, Mia and Jenny tended to talk about their concerns in the present tense,
as if they were not only struggling with specific instances, they were currently
engaged in trying to understand the concepts of plagiarism and acknowledgment. Min
explains:
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“I am concerned about whether I am able to reference other people’s ideas
properly, because I’m still in the learning process and whenever I read an
article I also want to learn about the way other people write in English, and I
also want to adopt their writing styles. So I’m always concerned whether I’m
learning to refine my writing styles or actually copying other people’s work.”

Acknowledgment, originality and language
The students talked about the problem of originality. Jonathon reported his concerns
about the origin of his ideas and whether he should take credit for these:
“often from material I get my own ideas, and its with these ideas that I never
am sure that they are my own ideas… I’m not quite sure if I have come up
with something, or if in fact I should hunt out and search for someone else
who has come up with that idea, so I can reference them”.
Sue also talked about how to develop academic opinion: you can start with “a blank
mind” then do the research and “go through some process to handle this complicated
stuff, and then you got your opinion”, but you still need to provide references for
acknowledgment. Once she had called this requirement “stupid”, but she has since
come to understand it, as she says, as part of a “complicated” process and her
“responsibility”.
With regard to how much unattributed copying is allowed, language was
raised by Min and the three Chinese students as a major consideration, because,
according to them, knowing what to copy seems to depend on how well the content is
understood. Jenny explained that she had been told to paraphrase, but this was
“hard” and she was “very confused” about how to work out the “exact meaning” and
how much of the source text was appropriate to use. Jenny’s definition of plagiarism
indicates a lack of agency is involved: “Plagiarism means you copy some parts of the
essays of the author’s and you do not understand it clearly, and you do not
paraphrase them”.
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Plagiarism is dangerous
The students were aware of the dangers of plagiarism. Turag actually claimed one
could be sent to court for this “crime”! Sue reported how she had worried about
plagiarism in her first year; “the rules of this game” were new and she did not want to
be “a loser”. But revealing real fear, Jenny and Mia talked about being “afraid” of
being accused of plagiarism, as if it were an event that could be inflicted upon their
work. In her first class, Mia’s lecturer had warned the students with a tale of two
students who were sent home because their Java assignment codes were similar,
and with this in mind, Mia twice referred to her fear that she too could be “sent back
to China”. Suggesting a different sort of communication between students and
lecturers, Jonathon explained that:
“You can be a bit scared when you are writing your first essay at uni that you
may be caught plagiarising. Being reminded at your first essay that you’re not
going to get in too much trouble and you can come and speak to the lecturer
would be a very good thing to do”.

Fairness
There was awareness of students who had cheated and avoided penalties and of
others who had been unjustifiably accused and punished. Turag explained that “those
who know how to manipulate are the ones who can escape through, but the ones
who are simple and naïve in doing it can always be caught”.
Relating a report of students who had been unfairly accused in exams, Jonathon said
that he and his friends were “quite worried that they could be doing nothing wrong
and be accused of cheating”.
Fairness was also a concept related to a teaching responsibility. Sue labelled
it “unfair” to leave international students ignorant of the seriousness of copying
inappropriately in Australia. She argued that lecturers have a “responsibility to
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educate their students to know how serious it is about plagiarism, and what style and
what forms of the reference students should learn to prepare their essay”.
While Mia gently pleaded for compassion: “It’s very difficult for us to adapt to the
essay style here. Maybe, I think lecturers should care more about us”.

Moral issue
In addition to explaining his reaction to plagiarism, Turag considered the cultural
differences in tolerance of cheating.
“In India if you cheat you can still escape and you’re not publicly humiliated.
But in Australia if you cheat, you are actually accused of a very big offence for
which the penalties are very very high”.
Even though he argued that people cheat for various dishonourable reasons, Turag
claimed that there were sometimes circumstances in which students, without
malicious intent, cheat because of “social pressures”. He described how a student
could be forced to share ideas with fellow country men or risk social ostracism – a
very unattractive proposition in a foreign country. This scenario suggests that Turag
has some sympathy for students in this situation, and he has sympathy for people
wrongly accused; on the other hand, he was disparaging about the people who are
lazy and manipulative and avoid detection for plagiarising.
For Turag, the moral issue of cheating and plagiarism seemed to be tied with
cultural and social circumstances. For Mia, while plagiarism seemed to be an
uncontrollable entity, cheating was simply a matter of character: “If someone is
cheating it’s not just their culture it’s their characters – it’s very bad”.

Teaching and learning
The students saw the university as having a responsibility to educate students. When
asked for the best advice they had received, one student referred to an online
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resource and three students referred to advice about paraphrasing. All the students
saw the need for more explicit teaching on how to use references properly. In
response to the question about what lecturers could do there was consensus that
students should be alerted to the seriousness of the issue of plagiarism, but as
Jonathon said, “not intimidated”.
The students’ suggestions for teaching included:


Dedicating a class for first year students



Teaching students how to reference, not just 2 – 3 minutes in a lecture



Being aware that second and third year students could still be unsure
(Jonathon)



Informing students where they could receive advice



Being aware that citation conventions differed: “There are heaps of subjects
and every subject has its own rules” (Turag)



Providing examples: “teach us how can I use this page of work, without any
plagiarism” (Sue)



Teaching students how the rules in Australia differ from their home country



Showing students how to write a passage with references.

Some of the students had realised that learning citation conventions is
ongoing and developmental. Turag realised that different subjects have different
referencing requirements:
“In my last four subjects it was only in one particular subject that we were
taught how to do it and that was a management subject. But being a
Commerce student we have subjects which deal with numbers. And that is
where we lack a huge amount of knowledge about plagiarism.”
Sue in her third year was still finding that she needed to learn more about
referencing, but at this stage she was seeing it as her own learning responsibility. As
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Min says it is “the learning process”. Mia and Jenny were hoping that understanding
the language would be their learning solution. Jenny, hoping for clear rules, asked if it
is OK to use more than 10% of someone else’s work in her essay.
Turag, who was in his second semester of his first year, has the final word on
teaching and learning:
“Again we have heaps of assignments to deal with and again we lack the right
knowledge about it. I believe the tutors can take up the initiative, of actually
educating the students about how to deal with assignments and to have a
proper tutorial on plagiarism.”

Limits
A particular issue for this inquiry was the framing of the data collection as part of an
action to produce a text. The DVD is evidence that the students were engaged in
their communication action, but this engagement and awareness of the potential use
disturbs the Verstehen contribution. The students knew that they were producing an
autonomous text that would be available for lecturers. The authorial intent was to
inform lecturers, and this could well have limited how much the students were
prepared to disclose about their own practices. It was a limit for the interviewing and
made boundaries for what was asked. For example, I would have liked to have
further explored Turag’s claim that students would be ostracised if they did not share
their work with their fellow countrymen. Similarly, there was no opportunity in this
research context to explore in depth the sense of agency that Sue exhibited, nor to
delve further into the confusions that Jenny alluded to.
While the filmed interviews had their limits, they also enabled emancipatory
action. The students had the opportunity to inform without the encumbrance of having
to debate their case to their lecturers who would normally have been privileged in
such an interchange.
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Interpretation
In this section, I apply Canon Four and interpret what the texts from the electronic
postings, the interviews and the film communicate. These texts were made in
different media and for different audiences. While hermeneutic analysis does not
have much to say about the role of the audience in influencing the author, the
audience could be understood to represent a horizon which both limits and stimulates
responses. In the film texts, the students explained, to an expected audience of
lecturers, the difficulties facing new students trying to learn about the concepts of
plagiarism and how to reference properly. This was a different scenario from that of
the interviewees, who were asked if they had any questions about plagiarism, and
told me about their confusions and irritations. Over a third of the students who
posted, while not asked if they had concerns, also shared their worries and
confusions about acknowledgment and avoiding plagiarism. This occurred, despite
the shared forum, and the risk of their teacher and fellow students reading them as
incompetent or ignorant.
The conclusion that students are concerned and confused correlates with
evidence from the literature (Canon Two). Shi (2004) and Breen and Maassen (2005)
found that students were confused about the meaning of plagiarism. More recently,
Shi (2008, p. 23) concluded from her work with students in Canada that students
were trying to work out a concept in which the rules were slippery.
The results tell the story of particular issues and students (Canon Three). The
less familiar students claimed to be with the concept of plagiarism, the more likely
they were to have concerns. As one student wrote in the electronic discussion: “It is
hard and confused for me, because in China we don’t have so many rules”.
The greatest concerns and differences were reported by Asian students, and in turn,
the European students and the one Australian reported less of a contrast with their
previous experience and the Australian university experience. It may be that the
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emphasis on plagiarism is the difference, rather than the actual conceptual
understandings. Baurain (in press) provides evidence to show that students from
many cultures, including Asian cultures, report the Australian explanation of
plagiarism to be similar to that of their home country. Nevertheless, the interviewed
students reported facing new rules which they perceived as being difficult to
understand and inconsistent. As a corollary, the call by the filmed students for more
consideration of students’ circumstances and for more learning opportunities seems
reasonable.
Communicating and use of language were important issues (Canon Eight).
Using one’s ‘own’ words to say the same thing in a different way was a particular
language problem. Some students saw mastering paraphrasing as the means to
avoiding plagiarism: “very clever advice” (Mia), but as is discussed in the next
chapter, this raises the issue of how to acknowledge properly. Furthermore, as Min
notes, there is more to academic writing than copying other people’s work. Despite
Sean’s bluff that paraphrasing is not a problem, other students pointed out that it is a
demanding task.
Developing control of language is ongoing, and can be context dependent.
Students are not only expected to understand the content of their subjects, they are
also expected to learn how to express and organize that content using the language
appropriate to that subject. Carla and Sue struggled with how to cite when they faced
new subjects. Interestingly, Carla had been familiar with how to cite in law, but was
challenged by the expectations of humanities subjects, while Sue who had been
familiar with the citing requirements of business subjects, was challenged by how to
cite properly in an auditing assignment which required interpretation of legal cases.
These examples indicate that what to acknowledge and how to acknowledge can be
discipline and genre specific. Citation can be a feature of academic literacies (Lillis,
2003) in academic culture, and while Sue had realised that she needed to continue to
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learn genre and subject specific citation conventions, Carla was expecting that having
learnt one approach this would suffice.
The students who were interviewed and filmed explained that they should
present themselves as writers who know how to communicate the ideas they are
learning about, but they wondered how to do this with the limits of their second
language and their limited subject knowledge. The frustrations of not being confident
about how much language can be copied can also be understood by considering that
the academic writer is trying to construct a particular identity of being versed in the
discourse of a subject. Ivanic (1997, p. 40) in her analysis of the role of language in
expression of identity (based on Halliday’s three macro-functions), names the three
vital language dimensions. Language is used to convey social identity which is a
person’s values and beliefs; it is also a person’s understanding of her standing
relative to others; and it is a person’s way of constructing text. Competency in these
functions has a particular poignancy for university students who are non-native
English speakers, because in being assessed for not only what they say but how they
say it, it is as if their identity and ability to construct text is being judged.
There is an opportunity for emancipatory action (Canon Seven), in response
to the issues of disadvantage raised by the students. As Jane would say, the
expectation that the standard English of the native speaker should be used by nonnative speakers is “unfair”. When instructed to submit a text that could be copy for an
Australian newspaper, Jane was expected to produce writing without errors; in other
words, the text had to present as a native speaker of English would write it. This
raises the issue of equity for non-native speakers who write in an “international
English” (Modiano, 2004), which is perfectly communicative, but not native speaker
English. The non-native speakers are blatantly disadvantaged, and this, as Phillipson
(1992; 2008) would argue, is an example of the imposition that comes with English as
the language of domination. In the face of an expectation, which was impossible to
meet, it is understandable why Jane chose to copy. No matter how hard she worked
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to paraphrase and then create her own text, she would never produce a nativespeaker text, because she is not a native speaker. This example raises the ethical
issue of how universities have a responsibility to avoid imposing impossible
expectations on students, and to create learning environments conducive to honest
endeavour (cf. Bertram Gallant, 2011).
Some students commented that working out what was common knowledge
was a concern for them. This concern was twofold: firstly, how to decipher what
everyone knows, and secondly, as neophytes, how to discern what insiders in a
particular subject are expected to know. For international students, this is a
confrontation of exclusion, because they are not sharing what is common with their
hosts, and what they already know might no longer be of value. Sue and Sean
commented that their Chinese teacher would expect them to refer to certain sources
as common knowledge, for example famous Chinese philosophers. I envisage that
an Australian student in a Chinese university trying to meet this expectation of
common knowledge would struggle to meet this insider expectation. Viewed in this
way, common knowledge, in both the Chinese and Australian education experience,
is an example of highly contexted cultural knowledge and identity.
A particular struggle that some students had was in working out how to author
academic texts, and where their identity as writers fitted into the need to acknowledge
the work, ideas and words of others. This struggle was voiced by Sue, Jane and Vo
who talked about cultural contrasts and the demand of always attributing ideas to
another. Jenny explained that her ‘Chinese style’ is to write by thinking of her own
ideas and then if she reads something better she will cite that. At the same time she
synthesises bits of text from different sources without explicit intext referencing, so
that the readings are used as a stimulus to further develop and express her ideas.
This approach contrasts with the explicit discussion of other people’s views expected
of Jenny in the writing tasks of her Australian Education course. Chen claims (2001,
p. 105) that in China there is the perception that the use of too many citations
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“diminishes one’s role as a writer”, because it indicates that an author is not capable
of presenting her own view, and furthermore, the greater the number of documents
cited the weaker the control of knowledge.
A number of the students were challenged by the conventions of academic
text making, and the expectation to meet these in a new academic culture.
Extrapolating from the notion that these challenges will impact on the students’
perceptions of their whole university experience, Ivanic (1997, p. 65) argues that
social practices and academic practices are interconnected. “The activities and
behaviour associated with the written text(s) reflect the values, patterns of privileging,
and purposes in the social context. Literacy practices are the culturally shaped ways
in which literacy serves social ends.” No wonder then that students like Sue are
exasperated by the culturally strange practices of citation in academic texts. As long
as the practices remain strange, Sue is excluded from academic culture. Phan (2001)
calls for Australian lecturers to become culturally sensitive and aware that students
can be disadvantaged as cultural strangers. She explains how Vietnamese students
position themselves to show respect to their readers, which manifests in a way
different from the expectation of their Australian assessors. In a similar way, some
students experience the conventions around plagiarism and academic
acknowledgment not simply as rules to be learned; the conventions can be occluded
markers of academic insiders. This concept of academic insiders is further discussed
in Chapter Six.
When first interviewed, Sue was not an insider; she talked about meeting
“stupid” expectations. By the time she was filmed, Sue’s attitudes had changed. She
recalled her frustration with the Australian approach to learning, but she related how
she now appreciated its value. She explained her perspective that in China copying is
a purposeful way of learning, while in Australia the approach is to respect another’s
ideas, and furthermore the practice of acknowledgment creates opportunities for
sharing knowledge. Sue’s experience suggests further research opportunities for
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case studies of how students experience academic culture over time. I was inspired
by her case of transformation, from the frustrated first year student to the academic
insider fast-tracking her way through university, but it should not be taken as a
measure of the standard experience. She was an exceptional student, loquacious,
hard-working, and determined to be successful in proving her parents’ investment in
her education well-founded.
Unlike the postings, the interviews reveal an irritation with what is involved in
avoiding plagiarising and also with the teaching about plagiarism and
acknowledgment. In the film texts, the students present as confronting or having
confronted difficulties, but they do not seem irritated; they are engaged in giving
advice to improve the situation. Rather than conclude that only the interviewees were
irritated, I suggest that they had the opportunity to further express their concerns. The
interviewees could extrapolate on the problems they faced, while the postings were
brief claims which were not questioned. The interviews were also an opportunity to
talk to a sympathetic listener about perceived impositions.
There are reasons to take note of students’ perceptions. In the light of Pulvers
and Diekhoff’s (1999, p. 495) finding that, “students who admitted to cheating viewed
their classes as less personalized, less satisfying, and less task oriented”, an
educational context in which students are irritated with their learning and teaching
experience is cause for concern. Bertram Gallant (2008), previously discussed in
Chapter Two, makes a strong case to reduce the alarm about student cheating, and
in turn, to increase the attention given to how the conventions of acknowledgment
and avoiding plagiarising could be better taught. The six students who contributed
advice to lecturers about how better to teach conventions demonstrated a willingness
to engage with their lecturers to improve learning possibilities. From the University’s
perspective, engaging with students in this struggle could be a pedagogical
opportunity. This would be a matter of an ideal speech situation (Habermas, 1987), in
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which the students and their lecturers had some understanding of the problems, and
the university as a system was aligned in supporting such communication.
While many students were concerned about plagiarism as a problem of
convention and how to avoid breaking the rules, a number claimed that plagiarism
was an ethical or moral issue. Surprisingly, some of the students who said that
plagiarism was a new concept for them were the same students who expressed
strong words of moral condemnation. Perhaps these students had adjusted their
prejudices (Gadamer, 1977; Habermas, 1979) by taking on new ideas. Perhaps they
were expressing what they saw as an appropriate epistemology; something they had
learnt was an expected position for the prevailing culture. Hofstede (1986) argues
that we can learn new ways; however, our values are integral to our sense of self and
are absorbed from our mother culture. This does not preclude the ability to
understand another’s ethics (Habermas, 1990), but it would mean that one would be
unlikely to feel morally indignant about a breach of the newly recognised ethic. This
issue of emotional response to immoral actions is further discussed in Chapter
Seven. Some of the students were likely to have been reporting what they had learnt
in their English language classes before they enrolled in their university courses. This
was Sean’s experience. What he had learnt, however, had not always been
emancipating, and he was struggling to meet the expectations of his lecturers. On the
one hand he labelled plagiarism as “a crime”, on the other he struggled to avoid
plagiarising.
The students were concerned with fair play, both in the treatment that they
received and whether or not penalties were enacted. Turag argued that some
students could manipulate the system and escape detection, but he also claimed, like
Lola, that extenuating circumstances of peer pressure and poor teaching could lead
to cheating. While some researchers have argued that such attitudes are a means to
“neutralize” cheating (Pulvers & Diekhoff, 1999), and are indicative of moral
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immaturity (see Chapter Seven for a discussion of Kohlberg’s levels of maturity), they
can also be taken seriously as genuine pressures facing students.
To summarise the students’ concerns, there was fear of penalties and
confusion about how to acknowledge properly. There was concern about the
strangeness of academic culture, mastering language and working out what was
common knowledge. The students were also dealing with rules which were perceived
to be an imposition or unfair. These issues were also found to be a concern of
students in the research of Breen and Maassen (2005) and Power (2009) (who only
interviewed English speaking North Americans), and indicate the need to align
practices and penalties both within and across universities and to communicate this.
There was a general dissatisfaction with the educational approaches to dealing with
acknowledgment and plagiarism, and for some working out what to do and how to do
it was an overbearing struggle. Plagiarism was presented as a moral issue by some,
but more commonly it was something to worry about. There seemed to be no disquiet
about the meaning of cheating, and there was general support for the value of honest
research and the need to protect standards. This correlates with the research of
Gullifer and Tyson (2010) who see an academic integrity approach as being in
students’ interests. These issues are taken up in the following chapters, in which I
further analyse concepts of acknowledgment, the problem of plagiarism in academic
culture, the moral concerns around plagiarizing and how academic integrity can be
implemented.

Reflections
In this section, I reflect on my role as interpreter of the students’ texts and
acknowledge that the students’ perspectives changed my understandings of
plagiarism and academic integrity. By using the students as informants, I was open to
being educated from their perspectives and understandings of plagiarism. In trying to
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understand the students’ texts, I risked focussing on the intentions of the students
and only re-presenting their opinions, rather than reviewing how these texts fitted into
a whole understanding of plagiarism in academic culture. On the other hand, I also
risked interpreting what the students said according to my own prejudices. The
postings, the interviews and the films tell a story of a group of students and
individuals, but I am the interpreter of these texts, and their autonomy rests on my
integrity in re-authoring these. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) point out that, “We write
culture, and, as interview researchers, we also jointly speak and write subjectivities
into being when we interview and report our findings” (p. 268).
In listening to the students I developed compassion for their concerns and
discomfort. While some expressed understanding of the need to reduce plagiarism,
they also talked about their struggles to understand the concept and meet teaching
and learning expectations. This struggle was sometimes expressed in irritation with
what they were being taught or not taught and what they could not reason. There was
also fear and insecurity. My empathy with the students coloured my understanding of
how plagiarism should be dealt with. Not only did they further develop my interest in
plagiarism, I perceived it as a problem, which from their perspective was not being
handled well. Some of the students spoke as ‘outsiders’ in an institution which at best
seemed to privilege lecturers, and at worst only offered salvation to students if they
could work out which rules to follow.
There are other interpretations of the problems facing the students. There
would be no struggle if the conventions about plagiarism and the reasons for
acknowledgment were a matter of simple rules, and these were tangible, transparent
and obvious. But the rules are complicated and the concepts are multidimensional, so
developing an understanding of these carries a cognitive load. Power (2009, p. 651)
calls this a “humbling” experience. Ivanic (1997, p. 12) theorises the struggle as an
“identity crisis” for commencing students, which from a constructionist view suggests
“a mismatch between the social contexts which constructed their identities in the past
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and the new social contexts which they are entering”. The students’ communications
of concerns and confusions could be understood to represent the struggle to learn to
be academic writers and to become acculturated into a new academic experience.
In this chapter, I have reported and interpreted three inquiries into student
perceptions of plagiarism. To summarise, I found that for these students, attempting
to communicate what they were learning while still struggling with control of language
was a pressure. Some explained that they were confronting concepts that seemed
strange; they were alarmed by penalties, concerned about how to acknowledge, and
they complained about lack of teaching of the issue. On the other hand, cheating and
depriving authors of acknowledgment was understood as wrong. During this inquiry
and analysis of student perceptions I realised that there was much to investigate
about the conventions of plagiarism and academic integrity.
In the next chapter, I investigate the concept of academic acknowledgment.
This concept is of particular interest, because, by definition, knowing how to
acknowledge academic text properly is the counter to plagiarism. The focus of the
chapter is a published article, which is the first of my four published articles to be
interpreted in this thesis.
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Chapter Five: Proper Acknowledgment
In this chapter, I firstly provide the context for the text “Proper Acknowledgment?”
(East, 2005). This text is the first in a group of published texts which map the
development of my understanding of the issues of plagiarism and academic integrity
in higher education. I present the paper, and then analyse it and reflect on the
investigations into student perceptions about plagiarism and acknowledgment
conventions. Using the hermeneutic canons discussed in Chapter Two, I interpret
and critique the published text.

Context
Acknowledgment is a corollary to plagiarism, because acknowledging is what
distinguishes citing from plagiarising. In the previous chapter, I concluded from the
perspectives of a group of students in their commencing year in an Australian
university that working out what and how to acknowledge others’ work can be a
concern. This concern involves issues of knowledge, convention, language and
identity. The students revealed that some of the acknowledgment practices expected
in academic texts were strange. They informed me that they grappled with how to
acknowledge appropriately, and their dilemmas are evidence that it is not always
clear when or why an idea or text should be attributed. From the perspective of
newcomers to an Australian university, if some of the rules of avoiding plagiarism do
not make sense, but the price of getting them wrong is high, concern and negative
reactions are understandable. In light of this, my paper, “Proper Acknowledgment?”
presents a sympathetic account of the problems facing neophytes when they are
learning about how to acknowledge appropriately in an academic text.
My understanding of the nature of the university experience has also been
coloured by working with students to enable them to achieve the mutual aim of
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improved learning opportunities, and more concretely, to achieve better assessment
outcomes. Students who have sought academic language and learning advice talk
about their struggle to master the language needed to meet assessment
requirements and to communicate at university. In the paper, I analyse this struggle
and explain how it involves more than learning advanced grammar and increasing
one’s vocabulary, it is about being able to use language to express what one has
learnt and now knows. Bakhtin reveals the complexity of this process:
The word in language is half someone else’s. It becomes ‘one’s own’ only
when the speaker populates it with his own intention, his own
accent…adapting it to his own semantic and expressive intention. Prior to this
moment of appropriation the word does not exist in a neutral and impersonal
language…, but rather it exists in other people’s mouths, in other people’s
contexts, serving other people’s intentions: it is from there that one must take
the word, and make it one’s own… [But] expropriating it, forcing it to submit to
one’s own intentions and accents, is a difficult and complicated process.
(Bakhtin, 1981, pp. 293-4)
Bakhtin is not necessarily referring to learning an additional language; his explanation
can be applied to all students. International students in Australian universities can be
adapting to Australian English as an additional language, as well as learning how to
use academic English so that it becomes their own language.
The purpose of my paper was to analyse what messages could be taken from
the way acknowledgment is assumed, understood and explained. In “Proper
Acknowledgment?”5, I analyse the definition of plagiarism as copying ‘without proper
acknowledgment’ as a pivotal message from one Australian university.

5

Source original for correct page numbers at

http://jutlp.uow.edu.au/2005_v02_i03a/2005_v02_i03a.html
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Abstract
The concern in Australian universities about the prevalence of plagiarism
has led to the development of policies about academic integrity and in turn
focused attention on the need to inform students about how to avoid
plagiarism and how to properly acknowledge. Teaching students how to
avoid plagiarism can appear to be straightforward if based on the notion
that plagiarism is copying without proper acknowledgment. This paper
reviews the term “proper acknowledgment” in the academic context and
argues that proper acknowledgment can be a matter of context and
perception. In this paper forms of plagiarism are reviewed, reasons for
student

plagiarism

are

considered

and

different

contexts

for

acknowledgment and how these fit in with concepts of attribution and
originality are discussed. Comments from international students new to
Australian academic culture provide insights and reveal that students in
trying to master the rules of acknowledgment can be perplexed and
concerned about when and why they should acknowledge.

Introduction
Currently, in Australian universities there is a major focus on plagiarism. And as plagiarism is claimed to
be on the increase (Le Heron 2001, Park 2003, McCabe 2003, 2004), universities are keen to protect
their reputations against negative publicity. As a result, policy statements have been produced and
displayed, some of which, in an amusing aside, seem to be unacknowledged copies (Pecorari 2001, p.
242). University lecturers are expected to be more mindful of the presence of plagiarism in students’
work, to teach students that they need to reference and to alert students that they should avoid
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plagiarism. This responsibility to teach students about avoiding plagiarism can appear to be
straightforward if based on the notion that plagiarism is a form of cheating in which the copying of
another’s (or one’s own) work is not acknowledged and the assumption that there are common
understandings about what and how to reference. In fact, these issues of copying, acknowledgment and
referencing are not simple, and teaching students how to avoid plagiarism is not always straightforward.
Bloch (2001, p. 209) explains that:
The integration of previously published written texts into a new text is governed by a set of
rules, the violation of which is called plagiarism. These rules concerning writing based on
source texts have not always been as clear-cut as many teachers and students have assumed,
particularly with regard to teaching about plagiarism.

The situation becomes more complicated when we factor in different perceptions about the
appropriateness of copying. In the case of university students who use English as a second language
and are new to Australian academic culture, concerns about what to copy, how to copy and how to have
a voice in academic writing make the understandings and teaching of plagiarism even less clear cut.
These concerns were revealed to me when I interviewed ten international students from both
Scandinavian and Asian countries and collected online discussions from 52 students representing
sixteen countries.6Some of these students have been quoted in this paper. For these students, the
boundaries between emulation and plagiarism were not always sharply defined, and some were
referencing simply to avoid accusations of plagiarism. Of course referencing is more than
acknowledging a source for “ethical” reasons. In this paper I contend that appropriate acknowledgment
can be a matter of perception, context, and culture. I begin with an attempt to define plagiarism by
discussing some examples and I review why students plagiarise. I then discuss contexts for
acknowledgment, and how these fit in with concepts of attribution and originality. Finally, I conclude that
those who are trying to master acknowledgment in academic texts are alert to the issues surrounding
plagiarism.

6

These data are part of a larger project, yet to be published, which analyses plagiarism and
appropriation and the perceptions of international university students.
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Forms of plagiarism
Plagiarism can take a number of forms. The most easily recognizable of these is copying someone
else’s work without any form of acknowledgment. Not surprisingly the originators of work can be
aggrieved if someone else reaps undeserved benefits from their hard labour. Lecturers can also be
aggrieved if a student has received or attempts to receive undeserved benefit by copying from another’s
work or presenting as original previously submitted work. Copying one’s own work without
acknowledgment and pretending it to be a first time production is a form of plagiarism. Sometimes
students will copy chunks of another’s work to their text, and even though there is acknowledgment it is
not made clear that the words and ideas are not the students’. In another type of plagiarism, students
will try and blend together another’s words with their own (Wilson 1997). If this is just using the standard
academic terms for a particular subject, then this is part of the process of mastering the language of a
discipline, if it is taking an author’s unique phrases it becomes plagiarising.

There are other forms of plagiarism which are more sophisticated and are harder to detect (Martin
1994). These include a practice, not unusual in undergraduate writing, of referring to sources which
were cited in a secondary source without having accessed those sources. An example of this is when
students copy quotations which have been cited in text books and then claim the original source rather
than the text book as a reference. In so doing the writer can appear to be well read and seems to have
researched beyond the prescribed text book. Another way writers plagiarise is to use the references
from a text, then neglect to acknowledge the use of that text as the source. This lack of acknowledgment
denies rightful recognition for the author who initially collected the references and reviewed the
literature. In some cases this may be because the writer wants to be seen as having done the job of
collecting the references; it can also be a case of ignoring the initial text because none of its ideas were
used and the referencing system (particularly the author date system) does not allow for such a space.
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Perhaps the most controversial for teachers who provide model essays, papers and examples of
research design, is the practice of copying the organization and structure of another’s arguments and
research. Here we can see a blurring of the boundaries between learning how to do something and
producing something which is not original. At the most basic level students are taught that an essay has
an introduction, body and conclusion; beyond this, students can be given models demonstrating the
parts within this structure, as well as models of argument and evidence and critical analysis. While
following a model might be considered reasonable, not so the act of expedient reproduction in which a
writer takes another’s work and simply rewords the arguments and evidence from that work. This is a
case of plagiarism because the collection of ideas, the organization of those ideas and the thinking
about how those ideas fit together has been the work of another. While it could be argued that the act of
rewriting re-creates something which can be understood with new meaning, it should not be claimed as
something original. As Coleman (2004, p. 278) explains, “even if we agree with the plagiarist that by
putting something into a different context they have changed its meaning, it does not follow from this
that they have produced an original perspective. Often, what they have done is relieve themselves of
this task”. This is the sort of plagiarism which could be hard to detect and confirm, especially in the case
of competent and calculating writers. Certainly, word matching detection tools such as Turnitin would be
unlikely to lead to recognition of such plagiarism if it is the work of skilled paraphrasers.

Some students will plagiarise knowingly; others will do it inadvertently (Chanock 2003, Dawson 2004).
There are also circumstances conducive to plagiarism, and there are a number of possible explanations
for why students plagiarise. In some cases students might plagiarise because they can and nobody
stops them; students also can be driven by fear of failure or the pressure to succeed (Dawson 2004);
they can be ignorant of how they are expected to construct knowledge and how to reference, and they
can come from educational cultures where copying is an expected learning practice.

An example of a situation in which availability of opportunity allowed plagiarism was reported by a
student who explained that because his lecturers had not objected to the copied sentences in his writing
tasks he had seen no reason to change his practice. Such plagiarism would not be tolerated in all
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subjects, and unfortunately for this student, he is not learning academic citing conventions. It could be
that this student’s lecturers do not have enough time to teach skills; maybe they do not know how to
teach these skills, or maybe they are unaware that they are receiving plagiarized work. Given increased
class sizes and work pressure, such situations could be widespread in Australian universities (Parker
2003).

Students who cannot keep up with the demands of a course, for whatever reason, perhaps a weakness
in academic skills or language skills, could resort to plagiarism out of desperation. A student, who before
returning to study had seen herself as a competent professional with a lot of responsibility, explained
why she had once plagiarized. “My thoughts were I have to pass it or I will not be able to do other
things…the difficulty of the subject was really overwhelming. The lecturer was not too approachable. I
didn’t really have that support.” The same student also reported that earlier her lecturers had given her a
guide about avoiding plagiarism, but she had not understood why and how she should acknowledge
sources. This student, while ashamed of her action, argued that with better teaching she would not have
resorted to plagiarism.

Better teaching so that students understand the content and issues in a particular subject might reduce
conscious plagiarism. Such teaching could also lead students to be more than sophisticated
paraphrasers and do more than regurgitate information, so that they can reflect and comment on what
they are learning and can construct and apply knowledge. Nevertheless, students might still not
acknowledge according to the particular rules of Australian academic culture. They might be ignorant of
what is expected or they may apply a different set of understandings. An undergraduate student
reported that in China if you are a student it is “ok to copy an expert’s words into your writing [without a
reference] because you are using respected support for your ideas, but this is not acceptable for
publishing when you should be demonstrating own findings”. This example demonstrates that what may
be considered legitimate appropriation in one context is plagiarism in another context because it lacks
explicit acknowledgment.
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Acknowledgment
Like many other universities, La Trobe University in Victoria, Australia has recently developed a policy
which has driven various strategies to educate students about avoiding plagiarism and the need for
acknowledgment. This policy defines plagiarism as ‘the reproducing of someone else’s words, ideas or
findings and presenting them as one’s own without proper acknowledgment” (Academic Misconduct
Policy, 2005). I do not have any argument with such a definition; it seems perfectly reasonable that one
should properly acknowledge, accepting of course that what is proper in one context could be quite
different in another.

Experienced writers can base the decision to acknowledge on the perception that some sources and
some ideas have more value than others, rather than the imperative to be honest. Citing from a
prestigious journal lets the reader know that the writer has read such a journal and is up to date with the
latest thinking and findings on a topic. On the other hand, an idea or organization of ideas in an
unrefereed text, no matter how interesting, is likely to be less authoritative and so carry less weight as
evidence. For example, an email from a chat room is unlikely to carry as much weight as verifiable
research (Bloch 2004, p. 221), so it is not surprising that such communications are not always
acknowledged. Similarly, some writers and researchers bring more authority than others. In fact, this is
an issue I have been reflecting on in my own academic writing practice, and in particular in writing this
paper as the following concern demonstrates. In preparing to write this paper I considered that there
could be different cultural understandings of when, why and how to attribute, and accordingly I wanted
to present appropriate selected support. An example of such support is in the work of Pennycook, a
well-respected commentator on English language academic culture. He pointed out that the notion of
plagiarism “needs to be understood within the particular cultural and historical context of its
development, it also needs to be understood relative to alternative cultural practices” (Pennycook 1996,
p. 218). I could have also used other sources, for I have read such ideas elsewhere, but my preference
is for the acclaimed and erudite Pennycook. In fact, I didn’t get the notion that plagiarism has different
cultural contexts from reading Pennycook; I don’t know where the idea came from, but maybe, in fact,
Pennycook might really be the original source of the idea. Maybe I picked up the idea from conversation
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or observation or something I read somewhere. Such sources would hardly be impressive, and after all
what is the point of making a claim unless it is to be taken seriously. In another instance, I might choose
not to acknowledge a source. I read the Lancaster University document “Cultural Attitudes to Plagiarism:
Developing a better understanding of the needs of students from diverse cultural backgrounds relating
to issues of plagiarism” (Introna, Hayes, Blair & Woods 2003) but found no specific items that I wanted
to use for my research; however, the bibliography gave me some good references. Should I give
acknowledgment for a good collection of sources? (See Martin 1994, for a discussion of the various
forms of plagiarism.) I certainly would if Pennycook wrote it. So, rather than acknowledge to avoid
plagiarism, I choose to refer to sources so that my writing is placed within a particular discussion. Hunt
in his article “Four Reasons to be Happy about Internet Plagiarism” (2003, p. 4 of 5) gives a succinct
explanation of why scholars acknowledge.
Scholars -- writers generally -- use citations for many things: they establish their own bona fides
and currency, they advertise their alliances, they bring work to the attention of their reader, they
assert ties of collegiality, they exemplify contending positions or define nuances of difference
among competing theories or ideas. They do not use them to defend themselves against
potential allegations of plagiarism.

An implication of this is that novice academic writers will need to learn how to use citations to their
advantage. Their decisions about which texts to use as evidence and which to acknowledge might need
to be based on understanding particular contexts. A student new to an existing body of knowledge in a
subject will be discovering who and what evidence carries weight. This involves dealing with the huge
amount of information now available and deciding which texts and which writers are seen to be valued.

Another concern for novice writers trying to sound appropriately academic is the acquisition and
appropriation of new terminology. Sometimes students repeat phrases and terms because they do not
have a ready repertoire of synonyms; sometimes they repeat because they do not yet have the
understanding and knowledge to be confident about paraphrasing. One way that I build my terminology
is by working through texts and appropriating terms to my own writing. Of course I know that when I
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meet a unique and newly created term or approach I need to acknowledge the source. The more
familiar I am with a topic the more confident I am in doing this; on the other hand, when I meet new
terms in a new subject I am tentative about mining vocabulary. It follows then that the greater my
exposure to a particular subject the more aware I am of what is commonly used and needs no
acknowledgment in contrast to that which can be attributed to an individual and so requires
acknowledgment. Or I could say that the more familiar words and terms become, the less aware I have
become of making out their meaning. Gee (1996, p. 140) points out that when we have mastered
something we have no consciousness of it, and eventually as Chanock explains: “We learn to see things
the way other people see them, by naming them in the ways that other people name them” (2002, p.
51). Until such time the novice writer could be disadvantaged, which indicates the asymmetry of power
in language (Habermas 1987). Using new terminology is one way that novice writers build their
vocabulary and attempt to sound academic; recognising unacknowledged unique phrases is one way
that lecturers determine that acts of plagiarism have been committed.

There have been times when I have been inspired and checked by the ideas and words of others but
have not necessarily acknowledged these. My colleagues and study group have been a great support in
my research and as a matter of etiquette I can give due acknowledgment for this in a thesis, but I rarely
acknowledge this input in other texts. This could be as much a shortcoming of the referencing system as
much as anything else. I realized this when trying to find a place in this paper to acknowledge the
particularly helpful comments made by a colleague, Elizabeth Burns Coleman. The difficulty is in
relaying a clear picture of the degree of the input and its effect. Whether acknowledged or not, I consider
the input of my colleagues and exposure to their ideas to be a collaboration vital to my learning process
and professional development, and I know that this is not collusion, and further I am comfortable about
placing myself as the author (cf. Myers 1998, p. 9).

Acknowledgment for authorship of and input into a text can vary. In some cases, language and
academic skills advisers have been extensively involved in teaching students how to research and how
to write and present research but have received no public acknowledgment, just as the role of editors is
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often ignored (Scollon 1995, p. 8). In contrast there are instances of an author being listed even though
this person has had little or no involvement in the writing process. If this “author” has a prestigious
reputation lending a name to a publication is in the interests of the other listed authors, whose work
might otherwise not be accepted for publication. Understandably such acknowledgment, albeit not a
measure of effort yet understood by some as valuable, is controversial. La Trobe University has
declared this practice of “Honorary authorship” to be unacceptable (see La Trobe University Guidelines
for the Conduct of Research 2003, p. 9).

In some circumstances and with some university texts it is accepted practice that the writer as
wordsmith is not acknowledged. Administrative communications can be written by a person or persons
other than the named official. I am not alarmed or concerned if the message to all staff from the vicechancellor is not personally written by him (cf. Martin 1994). While I expect his direction of and
responsibility for such a task, I do understand that the demands of such a senior role would mean task
designation to others, and I do not expect those others to be acknowledged. My response to the
message to all staff is that the vice-chancellor is being the author. Scollon (1995, p. 7) explains such a
perception of authorship by using Goffman’s communication categories: the vice-chancellor could be
seen as having the role of standing behind and being responsible for a communication, while the person
who prepares the communication text is understood to “animate” the words of the vice-chancellor.
Scollon also comments on this explanation and asks us, as does Martin (1994), to consider that
because these roles are embedded in the institution those within the institution might be blind to the
rights of those who actually write texts. While this might be so, vice-chancellors would be well-advised to
ensure that any writer of their texts has referenced properly, because it should be the vice-chancellor
who risks public disgrace from accusations of plagiarism.

Accusations of plagiarism are not limited to the university context. Just as senior university staff might
not write their administrative communications, so politicians employ speech writers. Acknowledgment is
rarely given to speech writers, but then they do not wear responsibility for the content and delivery of
‘their” speeches. This can result in accusations of plagiarism not directed to the person who wrote and
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sourced the text, but rather to the politician who delivered the text. In April 2004, the Australian Prime
Minister, John Howard, accused the then Leader of the Opposition, Mark Latham, of stealing ideas and
words from President Clinton’s 1997 State of the Union address (ABC Online). Latham, not his speech
writer, responded to the accusations of plagiarism of Clinton’s speech, also no doubt worded by a
speech writer.

It could be argued that a person might not discern that what is appropriate acknowledgment in one
forum is not applicable in another. In the tradition of Black American oratory, using another’s words,
style and structure is legitimate. Tannen (1989) in her analysis of Jesse Jackson’s speech in 1988 to the
Democratic National Convention, showed that much of the power of this speech was in its heavy
borrowing from Martin Luther King’s famous acceptance speech “I Have a Dream” for the Nobel Peace
Prize. This “borrowing” could also be understood as appropriation of terms that Jackson and his
audience had come to believe in. In contrast, while Jackson’s appropriation is acceptable in its oratory
genre, it is argued that the instances of copied text in King’s doctoral thesis lacked appropriate
acknowledgment. Responses to this have varied. Scollon (1995) and Martin (1994) have indicated that
this could be evidence of different cultural traditions, and Howard (1995, p. 793) points out that “we carry
the practices and conventions of one community into another”. Randall (2001, pp. 208 - 213) analyses
this view from a number of perceptions, even considering that the lack of acknowledgment in King’s
work amounted to plagiarism which had been tolerated because his supervisors were racist and had not
expected more of him.

There are other situations where what is considered plagiarism in one community because it lacks
acknowledgment may be considered acceptable practice in another. A law student from Denmark who
was confused about the referencing requirements in her studies in Australia explained:
Normally, back home it’s the argument itself that’s important and not the author. So I can use
as many arguments from books as I want, without referencing anything. I don’t have to use
name or page – I just use the argument. For me that’s normal. Sometimes, if there’s a good
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sentence I can copy the words, I can write the whole sentence and I don’t have to use
references at all.
In some cultures there is an expectation that copying is a learning strategy.
In my first language, [you] don’t have the concept of plagiarism, you can copy without
acknowledgment. [We] think copy others’ work is a good habit for learning, in this point, it is
completely different to the concept of plagiarism… Based on the cultural differences [with]
Australia, plagiarism makes me feel very confused, it is new for me.

An explanation from another student demonstrates why he perceives that acknowledgment is not
always necessary:
… in some Asian countries or few western countries, only [when] the whole article is copied by
students and used as their own can [it] be considered as plagiarism, and it is accepted to use
some good sentences or phrases from other reading material directly because students need
to show that they have read widely before writing their essays.

While these examples support the idea that copying and repetition can be a legitimate learning strategy
(Biggs 1997), if students applied this strategy in an Australian university they could be accused of
plagiarism.

Ideas, originality and attribution
One way of viewing text creation is with the notion of the author as a producer of private property whose
efforts should be acknowledged. Such a perception has credibility when the accordance of reward is
based on effort which has produced something original. And as Bloch (2001, p. 211) notes, students are
disinclined to attribute authorship to that which they consider as “common knowledge” and in the “public
domain”, which parallels my earlier claim that “commonly used” terms need no acknowledgment. The
problem as a student explained is that, ‘sometimes it is difficult to distinguish what may be considered
as plagiarism, as there is no clear dividing line between general knowledge and a person’s voice.”
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Another student, who raised the issue of textbook knowledge, was concerned about when an idea
became common knowledge and when acknowledgment was necessary:
We rewrite what we have learned and often we use different words from the textbook. But the
ideas we write about are still from the textbook…I think I need some more practice in when to
use references, because too often I ask myself if I should have used one or not. The textbooks
can often describe concepts thoroughly when they are used for the first time. Some of this
might be common sense or knowledge or something you just know about. Then you do not feel
you need to acknowledge the textbook. No, it is not easy!

From these students’ dilemmas we can learn that acknowledging effort and attributing ideas can be
problematic if the divide between what everybody knows and what an individual author has created is
not clear.

Another limit to the concept that property rights rest with individual creation of text is the use of
technology for text making and sharing. Technology has increased what is in the public domain and
made it easier to access and plagiarise. I also suggest that this availability and the variety of texts have
made it harder for the user to envisage the quoting of text as taking someone’s property. Bloch citing
Kolko (2001, p. 211) asks us to consider how students might perceive texts on the internet and whether
or not all these should be cited in the same way. While it is clear that an online academic journal
requires formal acknowledgment, would this also be so for information from a site where the author is
not obvious, say a university page explaining plagiarism? Furthermore, online discussions demonstrate
the collaborative and derivative development of ideas, and so challenge the notion of the individual
author producing private property. This notion of proprietorship, however, remains the premise upon
which university assessment is based. The conundrum for the student writer is in knowing how to
appropriate what seems to be publicly available, so that they can produce texts which will be assessed
as if they are individual creations.
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Understandably, some students perceive ideas as being individually created with property rights. One of
the interviewees explained that whenever she got an idea from others she would give some sort of
recognition, but she considered it unfair when protocol prevented her from claiming sole authorship of
an idea.
… sometimes I feel that what they said is actually my idea as well, it’s what I feel, but
sometimes there I have to do some sort of quotation but it’s not fair to me as well. …anyway I
just want to follow the rule, not make a big fuss on it so I just give a citation there. That’s why I
feel it’s unfair to me because it’s my idea too.

This student, rather than seeing her contribution as an analysis of perceptions of knowledge, and that
the value of her academic opinions could be enhanced by verification, seems to be imagining ideas as
individual productions or discoveries. The student describes herself as just following rules, which implies
a sense of frustration and also that the need to acknowledge seems “unfair” to her, which puts her at
odds with some of the reasons for citing sources. According to Bloch (2001, p. 221) ‘there is also a
rhetorical purpose for citing sources. Academic writing in particular relies on a kind of social
cohesiveness, what Myers (1985) refers to as the need for writers to demonstrate how their ideas are
connected with what has previously been claimed.” Without an appreciation of this connectedness, I can
see that such a student might feel that her own voice cannot find a place in academic writing.

Some published writers also see the attribution of ideas as personally relevant and practise the curious
act of self-citation. Obviously, such writers refer to their own previous works and ideas not to
acknowledge another’s “property” or creation, nor do they always reference for the sake of transparency
and honesty, rather they are likely to be alerting the reader to the writer’s value and place in an existing
body of knowledge. In fact, as Hyland (2003) argues, self-citation is usually self-promotion. Self-citation,
however, does not work in quite the same way for the unpublished writer. As an academic skills adviser
I have seen many examples of self-copying in students’ essays. These include minor examples such as
“reusing” a few sentences and reusing empirical research as well as the more blatant examples of
resubmitting entire essays. I am yet to see any example of self-attribution in a student’s writing.
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It is not hard to see why students might be confused by the concept that authorship of a text is the
construction of original ideas. As one student protested: “if one thing is told you by your mother, and
your mother is told by your grandmother and how can I get the original? Where does an idea come from,
it’s generation to generation...” Barks and Watts (2001, p. 254) in their chapter advising on the teaching
of referencing, claim that because the concept of “originality” requires discussion they have been
“purposefully vague” in their use of the term, which does not leave the reader any the wiser.

In fact, originality in academic text creation does not mean that an author has created new ideas only
from “imagination”. Rather the writer works within an existing body of knowledge and makes decisions
about which ideas and evidence to use from sources, what can be said about these ideas and so what
other perspectives can be brought to this new discussion. Understanding originality in this way could
make the purpose of acknowledgment clearer for those students who are concerned about attributing
the “original” source of an idea.

Contextualising the concept of originality in ideas and the need for attribution as cultural notions could
be a way of understanding what new student writers confront. In his examination of the history of
Western thought, Pennycook (1996, p. 205) points out that the author and originality are constructed
notions, and by referring to Kearney he explains how imagination, once viewed as a reproduction of
divine inspiration, in modern western thinking has become the subject of human production. He explains
that by medieval times7, truth was linked to authenticity which could be verified through the authority of
an individual author. While scientific notions were to be seen as unauthored “facts”, in the area of
literature, individual creativity was recognized and valued. Pennycook explains that this move to seeing
works as individualized and therefore original is a Western cultural perception. Students new to
Australian academic culture could be trying to sort out such cultural perceptions. They will be working

7

Howard (1995, p. 790) notes that the notion of the individual author can be traced to earlier times.
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out that they need to state, in a prescribed way, a source for certain ideas, and that there is a
proprietorship of (some) ideas which is taken very seriously by their lecturers.

Conclusion
This paper has touched on a number of issues regarding plagiarism and “proper” acknowledgment. It is
clear that acknowledgment can have different purposes, including attributing to a particular source to
prevent plagiarism. Furthermore the need to acknowledge can be context specific. In reflecting on my
personal explanations of when I acknowledge and appropriate I can see that I write as someone who
seems comfortable in describing the peculiarities of acknowledgment. By contrast, the comments from
the international students sometimes reveal a perplexed concern about when and why they should
acknowledge. These concerns indicate that for newcomers to Australian academic culture, notions of
acknowledgment and attributing ideas are not familiar. It could also be that, in attempting to understand
the rules of academic communication, these students are conscious of that which those who are
culturally familiar are no longer conscious.

These conclusions invite speculation that when students, lecturers and the university communicate
about plagiarism they can come to the conversation with different understandings, and they could also
leave with differences. I have made few suggestions about how to improve these communications, but
hopefully this provides opportunities for future research. I hope that the insights of the students and my
discussion will contribute to greater understanding of the issues confronting students when they try to
properly acknowledge.
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Reflections
The paper, “Proper Acknowledgment?” was written for a special edition on plagiarism
for the Journal of University Teaching and Learning Practice. The reviews by
independent referees (Canon Two) were complimentary and noted that the paper’s
conclusions were “timely”.
In the paper, I analysed and theorised the proposal that acknowledgment can
be understood as ‘proper’, and I critiqued the concept of acknowledgment. I limited
my analysis of the term ‘proper acknowledgment’, to a common sense understanding
within a framework of academic culture, but there are other interpretations for this
term (Canon One). In 2007, in a paper at a “School of Law, Learning and Teaching
Colloquium”, a lecturer presented a legal argument that the wording of the definition
of plagiarism in his university’s policy be redrafted to take into account intention. In
his redraft below he has crossed out the words to be deleted from the definition, and
his added words are in italics. He has defined plagiarism as:
the reproducing of someone else’s words, ideas or findings and presenting
them as one’s own without proper acknowledgment, with the intent that the
words, ideas or findings be read as one’s own or with the knowledge that they
are likely to be so read. (Tudor, 2007, n.p.)
The consideration of intention was also discussed by Randall (2001) who argued that
it is the essential determiner which positions inappropriate copying as plagiarism – a
type of cheating. Tudor also reviewed the place of dishonesty as a determiner of
plagiarism and makes the case that poor referencing and incorrect acknowledgment
is not plagiarism and should not be penalized as such. He goes on to make the call to
exclude terms such as “unintentional” or “accidental plagiarism”, and furthermore:
Where a student fails to provide the proper acknowledgment, then that is
inadequate referencing, and should be penalised as such. It is shown simply

160

by what is and is not on the page, and we make no reference to the writer’s
moral virtue or otherwise in penalising the failure. (n.p.)
In “Proper Acknowledgment”, I stated that students can sometimes plagiarise
inadvertently. A more accurate statement would be that sometimes students
inadvertently copy inappropriately.
The unexamined assumptions underpinning the term, ‘proper
acknowledgment’ provided an opportunity for me to interpret perspectives from a
framework that was sympathetic to the students, and in turn, the students’ opinions
provided the catalyst for contributing to my understandings. Without their perceptions,
I would not have known where to start in questioning my own practices, or even that
my practices needed questioning. On the other hand, my interpretation of the
students’ texts (see Chapter Four) was influenced by my concern for their struggles.
What is not stated in the text is my assumption, at that time, that the struggle to
master academic conventions is necessarily an imposition (Canon Eight). In 2008,
Bawarshi posited that genre and disciplinary knowledge is required to determine what
needs to be acknowledged according to whether it is significant or does not need to
be acknowledged because it is assumed. He suggested that this indicates that
“plagiarism is not just an issue of intellectual integrity, or lack thereof…” (p. 79), and
furthermore is a problem facing novice academic writers. In “Proper
Acknowledgment?”, by implication, I suggest that if students are taught the content
and issues of a subject, the problem will go away. In dealing with the assumptions in
the term ‘proper acknowledgment’, I brought assumptions of my own. In the following
paragraphs, I use Richardson’s questions to guide my inquiry into my role in writing
the paper (Canon Four)
Where am I in the paper (Richardson, 2000, p. 941)? I position myself in the
paper as someone who is not a novice writer, but at the same time I advantage my
claims by presenting as a writer who is still a learner. Although not my intention, the
positioning of self in the paper is manifest in roles which are authoritative and
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experienced, yet at other times effacing. This is evidence of my attempts to expand
horizons and deepen understanding of the academic context. The underlying conceit
of the paper is that not only do students have trouble with conventions, but even a
lecturer can have concerns about the rules of academic text construction. The section
“Acknowledgment” (pp 4 – 8) has a number of examples where I refer to novice
writers’ concerns then reflect on my practices, for example:
Another concern for novice writers trying to sound appropriately academic is
the acquisition and appropriation of new terminology…Of course I know that
when I meet a unique and newly created term or approach I need to
acknowledge the source. The more familiar I am with a topic the more
confident I am in doing this; on the other hand, when I meet new terms in a
new subject I am tentative about mining vocabulary.

I was aware that in placing myself so much in the text, I was breaking some of
the norms of academic writing of seeming to be objective. I had been impressed by
writers like Howard (1993, 1995), Ivanic (1998) and Richardson (2000) who use the
first person for communicative effectiveness. In addition, by declaring my interests
and struggles with the issues, I was acknowledging my role in interpreting the texts.
Putting myself in the research also provided an opportunity to be rigorous in declaring
the likelihood of subjective interpretation.
The reasoning in the paper, which at times seems inconsistent (Canon Five),
was related to my role as a teacher. The important difference between the students
and me is that I am not uncomfortable with the strangeness of academic citation
conventions. Having accepted the conventions, I do not feel vulnerable about making
errors of acknowledgment. I am so accepting of the conventions that I try to teach
students how to meet the expected standards. Evidence of this can be found in my
claim that better teaching will improve understanding. This assumes a standard
understanding of plagiarism and acknowledgment which will be available once the
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uninitiated are appropriately taught. I undermine this by arguing that becoming a
writer of academic texts at undergraduate and postgraduate levels is more than just
mastering rules which are clearly taught. I also point out how the concepts of
acknowledgment not only shift according to genre and context, they are not stable
and they can lead to identity considerations of how to position oneself as a writer.
Lea and Street (2006, p. 369) explain that making academic texts involves “meaning
making, identity, power, and authority, and foregrounds the institutional nature of
what counts as knowledge in any particular academic context”.
“Proper Acknowledgment?” raises possibilities of developing greater
understanding about what is sometimes unexamined in dealing with student
responses to acknowledgment and plagiarism (Canons Six and Seven). For example,
discussion about the essence of originality reveals some assumptions about student
knowledge. Knowing which words should be acknowledged and attributed assumes
that a student is confident about the particular context, and determining her own
words. This is also raised in the next chapter in the discussion about voice and
identity in writing. When working closely with students, it is appealing to presume that
a mutual understanding of the role of citation and plagiarism is shared between
lecturer and student. Even though humans function with assumptions that speech
acts are comprehensible and rational to speaker and receiver, this consensus is not
always the case (Habermas, 1987). In the next chapter, I propose that lecturers can
be immersed in academic culture and likely to take for granted their knowledge about
academic writing.
In this chapter, I analysed the perplexities of the role of acknowledgment in
academic texts. I deconstructed definitions of plagiarism and proposed that what
might be appropriate copying in one context could be labelled in another context as
plagiarism. I discussed the purpose of acknowledgment, noting that academic writers
can base their decisions about who to cite on the basis of who the author is. The role
of authorship was critiqued, and I found it to be a slippery concept as is the concept
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of originality. By the end of the paper, I had concluded that there a number of issues
involved in understanding the concept of acknowledgment, and these are embedded
in cultural perceptions and knowledge.
In the next chapter, I inquire deeper into the implications of cultural knowledge
and investigate interpretations and issues of how plagiarism is understood in
academic culture.
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Chapter Six: The problem of plagiarism
in academic culture

In this chapter, I continue the analysis of student perspectives and focus on the
paper: “The problem of plagiarism in academic culture” (East, 2006). I wrote this
paper because I was investigating why students were so concerned about plagiarism
and why it could seem so strange. I had a pedagogical interest in addressing these
concerns, and I acknowledge my authorial intentions of communicating with an
empathetic attitude. The previous chapters presented a range of perspectives on
plagiarism and acknowledgment, and set the scenario for the argument that
plagiarism is not a student problem, rather it is a problem of academic culture.

Context
Student concerns
In the paper “The problem of plagiarism in academic culture”, I use students’
perceptions of plagiarism to interpret the rules against plagiarising. Students who
break the rules are likely to confront the hierarchical wall of Australian academic
culture. Lola who reported being punished for plagiarism described her experience. “I
think the lecturer could have been less cold and tell me if I need help to you know to
go and see someone… It’s like we’re in different worlds, I cannot approach him.” This
student did not make claim to ‘unintended’ plagiarism, but she did claim poor
communication from her lecturer both as his student and as someone who was
caught out. I sympathise with her, but there are other interpretations of this scenario.
Pulvers and Diekhoff, (1999), in their research on academic dishonesty, argue that
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one of the ways students justify their cheating is to blame the circumstances or
someone else.
The data collected from the students made it clear that they had concerns
about cultural understandings. Some of the students talked about how the differences
are strange and unreasonable. They reported being frustrated about losing marks
and trying to work out what seemed to be mystifying rules. Other people’s cultural
practices can seem unreasonable to those on the outside, especially if such practices
exclude because they assume unattainable competencies.
One student wrote in his electronic posting that plagiarism is a “malefic drug”.
“I have up to now not yet fallen in the problematic maze of this monster, and I hope to
avoid it in future as well”.
This student’s dramatic use of language is an alert to the positioning of plagiarism as
an entity, a thing which can be studied and worried about. In actuality, we cannot see
this “monster”, it is not a fixed entity, and the maze is not of ‘its’ making. Using the
term ‘plagiarising’, rather than ‘plagiarism’, could make it clearer that what is being
referred to, is what people do and how this is interpreted by their readers.

The context of academic culture
Soft marking, lowering of academic standards, lowering of English language levels
and increased work levels – who’s to blame? In 2003, a University of Newcastle
lecturer blew the whistle and outed his university for passing some overseas students
whom he had failed for plagiarising (see the 2004, Symposium on Promoting
Academic Integrity: New Policies, Practices and Procedures). In 2006, Bob Birrell
published his report, Implications of low English standards among overseas students
at Australian universities. The study, which looked in particular at the English
language levels of students applying for permanent residence, reported that students
whose English language levels were low had not only been accepted into Australian
universities, they had actually passed courses. This report was taken up by the media
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(ABC News 2007; Eastley, 2007), who seemed to relish having evidence that
overseas students had poor English and were lowering standards. Furthermore, there
was the implication that Australian universities were doing a poor job of dealing with
‘the problem’ of ESL students.
In this environment, where ESL students were painted as outsiders causing
damage to the institution, I problematised Australian academic culture with critical
pedagogy. While the students were being seen as the problem, the research I was
doing into notions around plagiarism and acknowledgment indicated that these
notions were problematic. Like Kincheloe (2008. p. 20), I felt that there was a
knowledge war going on, and that some people were under attack, while others,
because of their cultural perceptions, were unaware. In this context, I wrote the
paper: “The problem of plagiarism in academic culture”.
Even from a less harsh light, academic culture is understood as having
insiders and outsiders, in other words, those who are familiar with how knowledge is
explained and those who are trying to work out how to understand before they are
able to explain their interpretation. Swales and Feak in their guide to writing up
literature for research students say that:
“Old hands” conveniently forget that they have grown up with certain bodies of
literature over many years, indeed perhaps decades. They have a firm sense
of how the research has evolved over time and have possibly contributed
themselves to that evolution. They may have forgotten what it takes from the
beginning or somewhat close to it. (Swales & Feak, 2000, p. 116)

Using academic discourse appropriately requires insider understanding of
academic culture. Once inside, however, the “old hands” can find explaining the
discourse difficult, because their knowledge is highly contexted. In the paper, I
explore this dialectic problem through the frame of the cultural theory of high context
and low context societies. This is summarised in Table 6.1 below. Applying this lens
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to academic culture subverted the research which positioned only Asian cultures as
high context, and by implication, exotic, closed and unaware (Gudykunst, 1998).

Table 6.1 High context and low context cultures
High Context


Communication is encoded in

Low Context


Communication is direct, explicit

messages with very little explicit

and likely to represent an

information needed and

individual view point (Hall, 1981;

inferences are implied.

Gudykunst, 1998).



Asian cultures



Western cultures



Australian academic culture



Australia
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Abstract
For those new to Australian academic culture, particularly international students, the emphasis on the
importance of avoiding plagiarism can herald a new concept and a new way of using source material
and constructing text, while for those familiar with academic culture the concepts of plagiarism may
seem to need no explanation. In this paper I explore the idea that concepts of plagiarism are embedded
in Australian academic culture, which explains why university lecturers as members of this academic
culture can “know” what plagiarism is, while new students by contrast can be concerned and confused. I
argue that students new to university in Australia are entering “a high context culture”, which means that
they are trying to learn from those within this culture whose understandings of some of the complexities
of academic culture and academic writing are often implicit and taken for granted. In this paper, attitudes
to text in the culture of the English speaking university are reviewed. I also review perspectives from
scholars and lecturers working in the area of university learning and teaching. Finally, I suggest some
critical ways of teaching about the problem of plagiarism.

Background
A few years ago I participated in a workshop about plagiarism. By the end of the workshop, it was clear
that there would be no agreement on whether or not a particular scenario constituted plagiarism. The
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outside consultant brought in to run this workshop said that such heated stoushes between lecturers
were usual, as was our initial consensus that we all knew what plagiarism was, and we had come for
some ways to help our students to avoid it – especially our students from other cultures. As an
academic language and learning adviser in the English as a second language (ESL) unit, I really wanted
to find out how to help, because a number of my students were presenting with confusions and
concerns about referencing and copying. By the end of the workshop, I too was confused, without any
readymade strategies for “helping” the students.

Introduction
Plagiarism can be considered from a number of perspectives. Not only are there different
understandings of the concept, but those who must deal with this concept and its presence come with
their own realities, knowledge and cultural experiences. In protecting the values of academic integrity,
many Australian universities are now developing and presenting policies which deal with standards of
integrity and attempt to define plagiarism and specify its penalties. This focus directs faculty to be more
mindful of the presence and potential of plagiarism in students’ work. While in the past lecturers could
have been comfortable with the notion that plagiarism is simply a form of cheating in which the copying
of another’s work is not acknowledged, now they are confronted with explaining this and being seen to
have in place prevention measures. Students are also dealing with the complexities of plagiarism, and
for many, especially those from overseas, the complexities represent a new way of understanding the
world of university knowledge and assessment. Academic language and learning advisers of students
and academic developers of university teaching, in trying to be explicit about the construction of
academic texts for students, bring another approach to the notion of plagiarism.

In this paper I explore the idea that plagiarism can be understood as a problem embedded in Australian
academic culture. Being culturally embedded explains why until recently plagiarism was rarely clearly
defined, and why university lecturers as members of this academic culture seem to “know” what
plagiarism is, while new students by contrast are concerned and confused. Australian academic culture
meets Hall’s (1981) description of a “high context” culture; it is a type of culture in which its members
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have come to implicitly understand the situation in which they operate. In the light of this idea, this paper
explains ways of analyzing academic culture, with particular focus on academic writing, and reviews
how plagiarism is discussed by scholars and lecturers working in academic language and learning and
educational development. I argue that learning interests would be served if teaching about plagiarism
took into account its cultural and problematic nature. I propose a critical approach to teaching about
plagiarism but conclude that the presence of authoritarian and unfair practices discourages critique.

University as high context
In trying to understand the university experience of new students, considering university as a type of
culture could be enlightening. Hyland (2003, p. 341) explains that: “Academic knowledge is now
generally recognized to be a social accomplishment, the outcome of a cultural activity shaped by
ideology and constituted by agreement between a writer and a skeptical discourse community”.
Unfortunately, such cultural activities might be implicit and seem inaccessible to newcomers. In trying to
learn these cultural activities, as Geertz (cited in Swales, 1990, p.19) explains, we end up becoming
acculturated but not necessarily able to explain ourselves to those outside our discourse community. For
example, we may want to learn everything we can about biology so that we can explain biology, but in
the end we would actually become a biologist. Furthermore, as Ede and Lunsford (2001) point out, as
insiders, scholars can be constrained by their cultural perspectives so that they don’t reflect on and don’t
critique the peculiarities in academic authorship.

One way to explain cultural activities is to apply the concept of High Context (HC) and Low Context (LC)
cultures. Generally, it is Asian cultures that are described as HC and western cultures as LC.
Communication in HC cultures is encoded in messages with very little explicit information needed and
inferences are implied; in LC cultures communication is direct, explicit and likely to represent an
individual view point (Hall, 1981; Gudykunst, 1998). Such categorization is useful to explain why English
language essays (supposedly LC) clearly state at the outset their main intention and position, which is
directly related to the rest of the essay, while essays in HC cultures do not use explicit arguments
(Clyne, 1982; Wang, 1998). However, not all communication in LC cultures is low context. There are
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circumstances in which insiders use HC messages, for example partners in a long term relationship
(Gudykunst, 1998). I argue that the situation facing newcomers to university can seem to be HC –
consider that HC can be defined as “a term which refers to the sheer amount of information and cultural
content taken for granted by members”, and that the higher the context, ‘the harder it is for outsiders to
feel that they belong or to know how to behave appropriately. Such cultures exclude strangers without
necessarily wishing to do so and communicate in codes which only members understand”
(Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1998, p. 164).

Explaining university culture to those coming from the outside may require more explicit detailing than
those within that culture know how to deliver. The anthropologist Hall explains that it is difficult to
describe a culture from both the inside and the outside, and at the same time one “cannot transcend
one’s own culture without first exposing its hidden axioms and unstated assumptions” (Hall, 1981,
p.222). The Australian university is a HC situation in a LC culture, so its teachers, if they are working
with students from HC cultures, could face communication breakdowns. The students may not know
what is going on, and the lecturers may not have the wherewithal to know what to explain, nor the
inclination to reflect on their academic culture. The problem is not just lack of knowledge or inclination, it
is also a matter of contexts. Hall (p. 127) argues that people coming from a LC culture expect flexibility
in dealing with something new; on the other hand, people coming from a HC culture, in order to adapt,
require more detail and explanation than even LC people are used to providing. A HC situation such as
academic text making, if it is to be taught, will need to be deconstructed in more detail than might be
expected by those who already have mastery.

The construction of an academic text is a contextualised activity. Geisler (1994) refers to (the myth of)
the ideal of the academic text as an autonomous text. She explains that supposedly, such a text is
created by the academic writer who constructs logical arguments out of specialized knowledge and
presents these in a stable format. The resulting text is then supposed to say what it means and mean
what it says, without having to be contextualized, although requiring a high level of cognitive ability.
Supposedly a good reader can apply such principles to any academic text and then understand it. In
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reality, however, academic literacy is highly contextualized: the format and construction of ideas can be
culturally specific (Gudykunst, 1998), and the ways of presenting knowledge can differ from discipline to
discipline (Lea & Stierer, 2000). An example of such difference is the tendency in science writing to
avoid referencing phrases, while in the humanities greater use is made of referencing terms to show the
writer’s opinion of source material (Buckingham & Nevile, 1997). This might be obvious, but Hyland
(2003), in his analysis of citations across disciplines, concludes that “our routine and unreflective writing
practices are deeply embedded in the epistemological and social convictions of our disciplines” (p.363).

“Routine and unreflective writing practices” and lack of consciousness about what students don’t know
can explain why much of the explanations about the use of citations and plagiarism do not cover the
complexities of the conventions of citation, the role of acknowledgment and the textual synthesis of
references peculiar to academic culture (Scollon, 1995; Pennycook, 1996; Sutherland-Smith, 2005).
Examples of such explanations are blanket instructions to avoid copying which do not take into account
the various distinctions in ways of copying and do not allow for the value of models as a learning tool
(Jones & Freeman, 2003). In his research about plagiarism and Chinese ESL students, Bloch (2001, p.
220) points out that teachers can oversimplify concepts of plagiarism which is not enlightening. He gives
the example of teaching which instructs students that plagiarism is like theft, implying that plagiarism is a
straightforward matter of deceit, and “assumes the Chinese have no concept of intellectual property”.

Such teaching (of English), in which the teacher is unlikely to be challenged by aspiring learners and
can remain comfortable in not reflecting on the students’ needs and knowledge, is also evidence of the
power differential (Pennycook, 1999). A further consideration in perceiving academic culture as a HC
situation is the excluding nature of academic culture and much academic discourse. Geisler (1994, p.
72) argues that there are historic reasons for the (existence of the) exclusiveness of academic culture,
and that there are status benefits in being seen as an expert; moreover, experts, in knowing more than
others, are privileged in being seen as beyond evaluation. Cadman (2003, p. 2) also claims there is “a
desire to maintain those taken-for-granted values which are perceived as inherent in the English
language academy and its discourses”, and more dramatically argues that this is a type of racism. In a
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similar vein, some critical pedagogues such as McLaren (1996) argue that lecturers typically function as
expert workers and privileged perpetuators of a “supremacist system” that either colonizes or excludes
the other, hence such workers are limited in their capacity to critique the assumptions of their academy.
While not intended to exclude, some teaching, rather than making the role of acknowledgment and
citation in academic literacy transparent, discourages awareness and critique of academic conventions.

Academic cultures and texts
Comparing and contrasting academic practices from other cultures can provide a way of revealing
culturally embedded practices. The field of contrastive rhetoric provides a way of understanding the
texts of students, particularly those who are writing in English as a second language, so that lecturers
can be aware that they are teaching a way of writing that might differ from what their students have
previously learnt. Examples of this research include Clyne (1994) who compares a number of cultures
and has a particular interest in German writing, Duszak (1994) who writes about Polish writing, Simpson
(2000) who analyses paragraphs and sentences in academic Spanish and English, Melander, Swales &
Fredrickson (1997) who contrast Swedish and North American writing, Lee (1996) who explains
Confucian conceptions of learning as a contrast to western approaches, and Connor (1996) whose text
“Contrastive Rhetoric” presents an overview of the significant research in the writing of the first language
of ESL students.

Research in the area of cultural differences in the constructions of academic texts is not without
concerns. In Kaplan’s 1966 work (cited in Clyne, 1994), the English speaking essay was seen as logical
and direct, and cultural variations to this, by definition, were classified as indirect and lacking logic.
Kaplan himself (Connor & Kaplan, 1987) later acknowledged this to have been ethnocentric. There is
also the potential for contrastive rhetoric to generalize and extrapolate cultural features of writing as
stereotypes (Littlewood, 1999; Scollon & Scollon, 2001). Furthermore, as Cortazzi and Jin (1997, p. 67)
point out we “interpret and assess other peoples’ words, actions, and academic performance” from the
framework of our own culture.
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Of particular interest is the work of those who write with insider knowledge. In making a plea for a more
international and culturally sensitive approach from Australian university lecturers, the writers Spizzica
(1997) and Phan (2001) alert readers to differences in how students learn and present knowledge in
Italy and Vietnam, respectively. As a Chinese writer, Shen (1998) explains how he confronted alarming
differences in how the self is represented in western writing. Also comparing Chinese and western
academic writing, Chen’s work (2001) analyses the referencing perspectives of Chinese postgraduates
writing in English and reveals the cultural nature of how writers position themselves in texts and use
other people’s words.

Through the teaching of academic writing in English speaking universities, work has been done in
analyzing the construction of academic texts. Of the number of approaches to teaching study skills and
academic English (see Flowerdew & Peacock (2001) for an overview) one influential approach has been
analyzing texts according to their genre, for example a research paper, or even a smaller text such as
an abstract. Advocating this, Swales (1990) presents analyses of the form and language of academic
texts (most of which come from the sciences) which reveal useful details, such as verb types and tense
changes and their communicative effect. While some might claim that in science, content is more
important than form, we should consider Gergen’s point that the rationality of an argument depends on
the vehicle of language to persuade that this is reality (Gergen, 1994, p. 41). Swales provides some
broad principles which can help understanding of what confronts novices trying to write an academic
essay. They need to learn the way people use language in particular texts, how particular types of texts
are structured and held together, and what is known and explored in a given subject. It is implied in this
approach that such principles of text analysis can be applied across subjects, although Swales later
acknowledged that ‘the idea of the free-standing research article, is an over-simplification…” (Swales,
2001, p. 49).

Responses to the uncritical reproduction of conventions
Teaching approaches which work out what students need to do to meet the conventions of academic
culture have been criticized because they accept what is given (Lea & Street, 1998). Furthermore, while
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genre analysis (see the work of Swales) is useful for the purposes of finding appropriate language, in
taking a surface approach to the types of language used in academic texts, it does not reveal much
about the cultural complexities of synthesis of knowledge, referencing conventions and plagiarism. The
complication here is that attempts to reduce the conventions of plagiarism and authorship to simple
rules and use of appropriate language, while standing in a HC situation can lead to teaching students to
apply an uncritical reproduction. For example, in order to help students, teachers might provide
guidelines for using sources in academic writing without any analysis or awareness of where practices
are culturally specific. This may not seem contentious, but instructions such as, ‘this is the way it’s done”
might not lead to revelation, and if students are left unaware about why acknowledgment is vital to
academic knowledge and the construction of academic arguments, they could perceive the conventions
as arbitrary, with failure as a matter of chance leading to punishment.

Other perspectives on the academic study experience, such as critical pedagogy, critical theory,
academic literacies and critical English, seek to reveal disadvantage and disrupt unseen privilege.
Writers such as Benesch (2001), Pennycook (1999) and Lea & Street (1998) acknowledge the power
inherent in universities, in terms of what they teach, how they teach, and how they make (or reject)
identities. Using this critical approach, academic texts are analysed for implicit and explicit messages of
power, and the teaching of academic writing is moved beyond teaching students how to be competent.
Canagarajah (2001) argues that attempting to provide opportunities of competence for ESL students
can lead to a “reproductive ideology” (p. 120), in which the issues of power are ignored or not analysed.
This contrasts with the sentiment in Swales’ purpose (1990, p. 9) of “a pragmatic concern to help
people, both non-native and native speakers, to develop their academic communicative competence”.
While the desire to help people hardly seems open to challenge, it does position some as in need of
help; critical pedagogy, rather than simply aiming to help some people to adapt, takes a position of
attempting to scrutinize education practices that marginalize learners (Luke, 2004). Can it be assumed
from this that scrutinizing prevailing practices and assumptions will necessarily improve the learning
experience? Certainly critiquing can develop awareness, but Canagarajah points out that teachers often
know about power inequalities in the system, but they do not always have ways of dealing with them.
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Perhaps these ways include an attitude of looking for where the practices that privilege and subordinate
exist, working out how that power could be subverted and reflecting on what students need to learn so
they can have access to learning and assessment opportunities.

Perspectives on learning and teaching about plagiarism
Typically, those who teach about plagiarism, rather than writing about how to deter students from the
‘sin” of plagiarism, write about inadvertent plagiarism and the need for education (Chanock, 2003;
Devlin, 2003; Parker, 2003; McGowan, 2005). Working closely with students, they have an awareness
that students struggle to understand how to avoid plagiarism and to apply the conventions of referencing
(Chanock, East & Maxwell, 2004). Buckingham and Nevile (1997, p. 51) have observed that, not only do
many students find these conventions difficult, they see them as part of ‘the many apparently arbitrary
writing conventions that they must master to produce successful texts”.

Some of the advice from learning developers is positioned to support students to meet prevailing
standards. McGowan (2003; 2005) has outlined strategies for plagiarism minimization. These include
the use of electronic detection tools, such as Turnitin (go to www.turnitin.com), better task setting, an
apprenticeship to teach academic conventions, the application of genre analysis, and collaboration
between learning skills lecturers and discipline-specific lecturers. McGowen (2005, p. 292) argues that
“What students need to become aware of is that in undertaking tertiary study they place themselves into
a research tradition…They must become familiar with a new culture: the “culture of enquiry”“. Such a
stance doesn’t critique the notion that the responsibility to change rests only with the students, nor does
it question the nature of the prevailing academic culture (Benesch, 2001). While it could be argued that
the university has a responsibility to make it possible for students to meet the university’s standards, it
could be that some of the teaching and assessment practices are not in the interests of student learning.

Ivanic (1998) writes about how students grapple with writing text that is not familiar, and how this
positions them as outsiders. An example of this is academic writing which requires originality to be a
matter of reflecting and commenting on other people’s work. Ivanic (1998, p. 195) notes that there is a
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“paradox about originality” (in academic writing it implies a re-creation) and a “fuzziness of the whole
concept of plagiarism”. Furthermore, students who get it wrong, who do not re-create appropriately, are
likely to be accused of plagiarism, and excluded; hence, the rhetoric around plagiarism can work as a
gate keeper.

A critical approach questions the rhetoric around plagiarism. In taking such an approach, Pennycook
challenges the appropriateness of imposing the current cultural values. He posits that in the west, “we
often find ourselves vehement defenders of “correct” textual practices, desperately trying to promote our
version of language and ownership. This position, however, is filled with tension” (Pennycook, 1996, p.
212). Reflecting on such a tension and her own attitudes, Howard (2000, p. 475) describes her path of
initially accepting and trying to teach prevailing definitions of plagiarism, and then eventually realizing
that she must reject ‘the very word”, because the concept is deeply cultural and “amorphous” and
“hierarchical”. Cadman (2003) also rejects prevailing views of plagiarism. She reflects on the views of
others, and chastises them for not coming to the conclusion that plagiarism is a problem; she
denounces the rhetoric around plagiarism and accuses those who write on the topic of having the
narrow view that “plagiarism is a transgression that “needs” to be addressed” (p.9). In her view there is
fault and it lies with those who write about how to deal with plagiarism.

A critical approach to teaching and learning about plagiarism
Earlier I described Australian academic culture as High Context as a way of explaining why students can
be confused and lecturers can seem to know what plagiarism is but seem limited in explaining and
teaching about it. Positioning those who teach about plagiarism inside the HC of academic culture raises
issues about how academic integrity and plagiarism could be taught. How can teachers be explicit about
their implicit understandings? And how to deal with the positioning of students as the other and their
teachers as the insiders? I propose a critical stance with its approaches of problematizing and reflecting
on what is familiar (Luke, 2004). While early writings in critical pedagogy often amounted to rantings
against imperialism and domination, reminiscent of the oratory in student politics in the 1970s, more
recent works such as Critical Pedagogies and Language Learning (Norton & Toohey, 2004) and Border
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Crossings (Giroux, 2005) are about knowledge, authority and practice. Such works “articulate a stance
toward intervention that aims at engaging participants in reflection and praxis” (Norton & Toohey, 2004,
p. 15), challenge authority and take some action to transform the world. Examples of how such
approaches enable teachers in a HC situation are demonstrated in the language building opportunities
Starfield (2004) creates with her students which resulted from her awareness of how academic
language is a gate-keeper, and Lin’s (2004) reflections on teaching the texts of critical pedagogy which
led her to an attitude of disrupting their authority.

My concerns about aspects of the ESL advising and teaching work I do with undergraduate and
postgraduate university students and the concerns I heard from these students led me to reflect on ways
to teach about plagiarism that would make sense and wouldn’t be an imposition of cultural values.
Comments from students, such as “I”m afraid of plagiarism” and “plagiarism makes me feel very
confused”, certainly led me to want to help and to fix the problem. And from my comfortable and
privileged position (Giroux, 2005) this seemed a good idea, but attempts to bestow knowledge from
within one’s culture are unlikely to be bountiful. Furthermore, positioning students as being excluded
because they don’t know all the complexities of plagiarism also invites teachers to bestow inclusion on
their students. In the context of these concerns, I present some suggestions for teaching about the
problem of plagiarism. They are not activities that will make the problem go away for either lecturers or
students, but they are aimed at increasing engagement in understandings of the problematic nature of
plagiarism.

In discussions with students and faculty, in which plagiarism is framed in academic integrity, I have
observed common understandings about the value of fostering honesty and discouraging cheating in
scholarship. However, there is differentiation between the notion of plagiarism as cheating and that of
copying not done according to the prevailing rules. Dawson (2004, p.130) suggested from her findings
that many students differentiate between cheating, which they perceive in terms of a premeditated
attempt to deceive, and plagiarism, which they perceive more as a failure to follow required institutional
procedures. While she bemoans this, perhaps because she is concerned that students are cynical about
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plagiarism, I suggest that it is a useful distinction. Kuiper (2005, p.242) found that “ironically, abandoning
the term plagiarism was a major breakthrough in dealing with plagiarism at Lincoln University”. The
university made the distinction between inappropriate copying and dishonesty. Making this distinction
could support a learning environment for those who are trying to master academic conventions and
encourage more awareness in those acculturated and familiar with how to avoid transgressions.

Discussions about misdemeanours of copying in other domains can increase awareness of the
contextual nature of academic integrity. There are protocols about copying which are peculiar to
academic culture, but concerns about unfair copying and plagiarism are not restricted to universities. In
workshops I have given for lecturers and for students, presenting some scenarios (see Boxes 6.2 and
6.39 below) for discussion about authorship and acknowledgment has resulted in much discussion about
how copying can be a learning strategy, what is appropriate copying and how authorship is defined.

Box 6.2 Copying and acknowledgment
1. A writer uses a famous quote but does not say who the author was.
2. A painter paints a copy of the work of another painter and then sells it.
3. A painter starts copying a painting done by another painter, but can’t copy it
exactly and so the final painting looks quite different from the original. He sells this as
his own work.
4. A candidate employs a professional writer to write a scholarship application
5. A photographer produces a book in which the cover design and page design are
copied from another book but the photographs are different.
6. A chef eats a meal in a restaurant and later presents the same meal in his
restaurant.
7. This chef then enters this meal into an international competition and is awarded a
gold medal.
8. The Prime Minister gives a speech which he did not write.
9. The Vice-chancellor designates letter writing to her assistant, but signs such letters
as if she is the author.

9

These labels have changed from the original
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The idea for presenting scenarios came from Barks and Watts (2001), as did the following activity in
which the object is to discuss whether or not the cases are plagiarism and/or a breach of academic
integrity. I have presented cases that demonstrate that academic integrity is not just an issue of student
transgression, nor is it a simple matter of plagiarism as transgression. Inevitably, while the discussions
resolve some situations and concerns, more problems and more scenarios are raised.

Box 6.3 Academic integrity and plagiarism
1. A student gets someone else to write her essay and then submits it for
assessment.
2. A student borrows a thesis from the library and copies the structure and the style
and uses the same references.
3. When a student’s paper is published his professor is listed as an author, even
though she didn’t do the research or the writing.
4. A student makes a paragraph by taking short phrases from a few sources and
putting them together so the paragraph sounds academic.
5. A writer uses a complete paragraph as a quote and gives a full bibliographical
reference.
6. A lecturer reads an article then rewrites it by making some changes to the words,
eg using synonyms, changing some of the grammar, and putting in different
examples.
7. A group of students work together and produce separate pieces of work which
have the same organisation and ideas.

Copying without acknowledgment can become plagiarism, however, acknowledgment is not just to avoid
plagiarism. Certainly, integrity is generally understood as an important concern of plagiarism and
acknowledgment; as a student reported to me “You must do it because it’s other people’s effort”. There
are other reasons for acknowledgment and the use of references in academic texts. It may not be
possible to uncover all the reasons, but it can open discussion to posit that the special ways and rules
for presenting academic writing have been constructed by the people who present their work this way.
From this position, other principles can be developed, for example: citations indicate that there are
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different perspectives of knowledge, and the way they are used can provide a message about these
perspectives. Chen (2001) categorises citation behaviour as: identifying sources, providing a message
and the attitudes to that message. Another principle that helps to explain the function of citations and
acknowledgment is the notion that academic knowledge is a communal project so a number of people
are building this knowledge, and it is not stable so there is always the possibility of accessing new
sources, and it is never completed so there is a need to go to new sources.

Discussions about the prevailing conventions about plagiarism can be seen as an opportunity for
developing mastery, as well as a chance to examine plagiarism as a concept and problem of academic
culture, rather than a standard which is only to be revered and cannot be questioned. In such
discussions about why plagiarism is a problem, students have shared their concerns as well as what
they know about acknowledgment and plagiarism. Typically, international students explain the citation
conventions and attitudes to copying that they have been accustomed to. Sharing these understandings
and alternative attitudes can lead to distancing from the emotion implicit in much of the rhetoric which is
about transgressions and failure to comply and is conducive to a sense of control, which McLaren
(1996) argues leads to a sense of power.

A critical approach is premised on being alert to power imbalance, so while a lecturer standing within the
HC of academic culture can unintentionally exclude, he/she can also be understood as doing so from a
privileged position. From such a position there may be little opportunity to hear students’ perspectives
on plagiarism. Nevertheless, I have observed that when lecturers have heard quotes from students
there has been reaction, much discussion and concern. For example, in workshops I have given,
student comments such as, “every teacher will tell you be careful, don’t copy from others, bla bla bla. In
their mind it’s very, very serious – it’s wrong” have provoked discussions about asymmetry between
lecturer and student attitudes. While comments which reflect on the concept of originality, for example,
“Where does an idea come from, it’s generation to generation,” have caused discussion about the
differences in student and faculty perceptions of what originality means. I can’t say that hearing student
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perceptions has changed practice. But I can say that being exposed to these at least creates the
possibility of greater awareness so that conventions can be deconstructed.

It takes practice and awareness to learn about the copying conventions of academic culture and to learn
how to exploit texts without plagiarising them. Tasks which have low risk of punishment and failure for
plagiarism provide opportunities for newcomers to academic culture to practice. I have frequently seen
evidence of greater control in referencing in students’ writing when they have resubmitted work following
feedback or peer review. Barrett and Malcolm (2005) describe how they gave individual advice to
students and used Turnitin reports to demonstrate the presence of plagiarised text in their work. Faced
with such evidence the students became aware of the need to learn to use others’ texts appropriately.
Advice and warnings about plagiarism may alert students to a potential danger; however, without being
mapped to a specific assessment activity, such warnings may not seem relevant.

The rules about copying, acknowledgment and authorship can change depending on the context, and in
academic culture, citation conventions vary with genre and subject. Johns (1997) advocates for writing
skills, such as integration of texts, to be taught as part of the teaching of subject knowledge. According
to her “intertextuality” (see Bakhtin, 1986) is the presiding feature of academic discourse requiring
contextual knowledge. Examples of target writing can be deconstructed to demonstrate this integration
of texts. Lecturers might not be able to make all the citation conventions transparent for students who
are new to academic culture; however, they can alert students to be present to such.

Models and guidelines can give students access to expected standards, and discussions about
understandings of these guidelines can be insightful for both students and lecturers. Research by
Pardoe (2000) shows how difficult it can be for students to work out what their lecturer wants and that,
even though they might often get it wrong, students will bring reason to their responses. While the
learning value of models can be enhanced with guidelines, possibilities for students to learn about
academic writing by discovering and exploring also need to be considered. Jones and Freeman (2003)
described how, in teaching writing to first year students doing an introductory physics course, they
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initially gave explicit guidelines about the structure of reports and advice about language, but later found
that providing models which students analysed in terms of “making sense” (p. 181) were more effective.
Taking into account the need for students to make their own sense of models of academic writing, and
the HC nature of academic culture, the guidelines for analyzing models should: use simple language,
invite students to ask questions about what they don’t understand, and provide opportunities for
students to find features they could use in their own writing.

While teaching about academic writing and acknowledgment conventions can increase understanding,
challenging the tyranny of plagiarism is another matter. The prevailing authoritarianism in attitudes to
plagiarism and copying in Australian academic culture are unlikely to be challenged by lecturers if they
are unaware of any strangeness in conventions. At the same time, students who are trying to master the
conventions are not likely to challenge prevailing attitudes, especially if they are doing so in an
environment when punishments for plagiarism and suspected plagiarism are unfair and autocratic.
Pennycook (1996, p 265) argues that teaching should address students’ needs to access the norms of
academic culture, but at the same time such teaching could also support students to critique those same
norms and practices, so that there is an opening for more culturally diverse ways of seeing and
presenting knowledge. Such critique is unlikely in a university where fear of punishment predominates.
This is the case in a university where punishments for plagiarism are not equitable and fair, for example
where a breach in one class could lead to expulsion, while in another it could result in a quiet chat.

Conclusion
In this paper it has been argued that framing plagiarism as a problem embedded in the HC of English
speaking academic culture helps in understanding the position of new students as outsiders trying to
learn new codes of rhetoric and in danger of being excluded. Considering university as a HC culture
also allows for the opportunity to expose text practices so that they can be critiqued for what is implicit to
those within the academic culture and what is strange to newcomers. In the paper, approaches to
theorizing and teaching academic rhetoric which aim for competency were compared with those that try
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to critique the prevailing practices and understand such practices as being part of a system that
privileges some and excludes others. This comparison led to concerns about teaching the complexities
of plagiarism from a HC situation. Critical pedagogy is an approach which was used to analyse the role
of power in education and to review practices which are familiar. Using this approach some teaching
and learning strategies which have led to much discussion about plagiarism from students and lecturers
were presented. Reflecting on plagiarism can lead to it being seen as a concept produced in academic
culture rather than that which is treated with reverence and is not questioned. There is continued need
to be critical and reflective about the rhetoric around plagiarism. The challenge remains for those of us
working in academic culture to uncover and take action on unfair and authoritarian practices in the
teaching of plagiarism.

185

Reflections
Writing this text provided an opportunity to explore the ways in which plagiarism could
be problematised in academic culture. When I researched this paper, I was excited
by the idea of critiquing academic culture as a high context culture. At the time this
framework provided a way of explaining how some academic practices seem strange
to new students, but normal to lecturers who do not see the need to explain these,
nor to allow time for students to understand them.
In keeping with Richardson’s questions about how writing is reviewed and
who the audience is (Canon Four), I note a miscommunication of the intention of my
paper. When I positioned academic culture as being high context, I knew it was
contentious. The paper, “The problem of plagiarism in academic culture” was
criticized by Crisp (2007), who stated that:
East (2006) has posited that university staff do not necessarily question the
prevailing ‘western’ academic culture and its ‘handling of text and the ideas of
others’. Much of the current debate about academic integrity rests on
particular views on ‘who owns the words’ and all students in Australian
universities are usually expected to adopt the prevailing ‘western’ cultural view
when submitting written work of their synthesis of the thoughts of others and
themselves in the form of a summative assessment task. (p. 4)
As a writer, my intention had been to set up the possibility of expanding the review of
(insider) views of acknowledgment, academic text making and plagiarising, and
exposing the taken-for-grantedness of these conventions. In response to Crisp, I
contend that with regard to assessing student work, academic integrity is not so much
about “who owns the words” but who did the work that is being assessed. From a
communicative action point of view, my text had been interpreted differently from my
authorial intentions, and an outcome of shared understanding had not resulted. I also
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note that even if an author’s intention is to expand views, by framing an issue, the
author actually constrains the view.
In my interpretation of plagiarism as a problem of academic culture, I situated
it as a construct of academic text making. I argued that academic literacy is highly
contextualized (Canon Five), and that the rational argument which can be mapped
with logical evidence is not a deconstruct that simply allows anyone to work out the
value of the claim (cf. Geisler, 1994). Here, I leapt into a relativist position in which
the logic of argument is cultural. From my understanding of his defence of
communicative rationality (Habermas 1981, p. 18), I envisage Habermas noting this
inconsistency by pointing out that by definition an argument is sound by the strength
of its reasons, and if this cannot be rationally explained then it would not be a valid
argument. Habermas could go on to explain that one would need to have the
language to be able to understand the meaning of an argument and its reasons, and
here I would acknowledge that it is the language that makes meaning possible or not.
A problem for me is that I had based my argument of logic being discipline based on
a presupposition that actually depends on the existence of the very argument that I
had objected to. If I were to rewrite the paper, I would still argue that lecturers
become acculturated into their particular fields of research and teaching. Because the
language of these fields becomes ‘their’ language they cannot always see what it is
that newcomers do not know.
What I now find problematic about the paper is the seemingly inconsistent
move from a critical stance to a pedagogical one. On the one hand, I argue that
plagiarism is a tyranny and the rules about acknowledgment are unstable, on the
other I say that students can become aware of how to use others’ texts appropriately.
Despite the heading, “A critical approach to teaching and learning about plagiarism”,
the activities I propose in this section are sometimes about maintaining standards
(with student and teacher awareness), which does not fit easily with the critical
pedagogy platform of exposing power imbalances and oppression of the prevailing
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standards. This writing can be explained by my sympathy for students’ struggles, my
philosophy of taking action to bring about change, and a concern to bring about
understanding. I was writing with the intention to reduce the difficulties that students
face, and I still suggest that there remain opportunities to develop better practices to
deal with plagiarism.
Another way to respond to the problem of plagiarism and acknowledgment is
to develop research into intertextuality in academic writing as a practice of academic
writing (Canon Two). In so doing I could make more use of Thompson’s work (2004,
2005) on this topic. For example, in her analysis of two student writers, Thompson
(2005) reveals the struggle for writer identity and the use of source texts, and she
argues that all academic writing is ‘patchwriting’, some is just more developed. This is
an example of discerning practice and then explaining it insightfully with theory. In the
text, “The problem of plagiarism in academic culture” I pointed out that developing
academic writing is “highly contextualized” and that most explanations about
referencing do not cover the “complexities of the conventions of citation, the role of
acknowledgment and the textual synthesis…” (p.19). If I were to rewrite this paper, I
would include Thompson and Pennycook’s (2008, p. 127) explanation that
“intertextual borrowing cannot be adequately dealt with either in terms only of
detection and prevention or of simply teaching the correct citation practices”.
Habermas (1991, p. 247) provides a way to analyse the issue of
miscommunication about the conventions of citation. The positioning of the students
as the other and ignorant if they do not have access to the language of academia “is
built into the structures of distorted communication”. In addition, if the university were
analysed as a lifeworld, Habermas’s explanation of the taken-for-grantedness of
experiences in the lifeworld could help to explain why until recently the phenomenon
of plagiarism had not been problematised. The recent and continuing interest in the
complexity of academic acknowledgment could be explained as the tension between
the lifeworld and the system, which happens when social integration and the system
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are not balanced and interlocked. This separation in the society of the university
could have been triggered by the rise in numbers of students who were unaware of
the expected behaviours, so mutual understanding was no longer pre-given. The rise
in awareness of transgressions of intertextuality is also related to the increased need
to explain how the system works.
The less the need for mutual understanding is covered in advance by
traditions that pre-decide which validity claims are to be recognized, the
greater the burden placed on actors themselves to achieve common
definitions of situations, and the greater the danger of deficits or failures in
coordination. (McCarthy 1984, p. xxix)

Interpreting the university as a high context culture provided a way to analyse
why universities do not see the need to critique some of their practices. Hermeneutics
provides a theory explaining how this could happen, and why once the unquestioned
is questioned, discussion about the problem will continue. If a high context culture is
classified as being in the taken for granted state of the lifeworld, only when there is a
“breakdown” (Butler, 1998, p. 289) will some interpretation and discussion take place
about the previously unexplained contexts. This process is ongoing as some
contexted actions are ‘discovered’ while others remain hidden.
In writing about cultural theory, I faced framing the research as an
anthropology text. Renato Rosaldo’s book, Culture & truth: the remaking of social
analysis (1993), is a writing revelation, in which Rosaldo challenges the necessity to
use an ‘academic’ style. He argues that academic writing can reduce the humanity
and interest level of anthropological research, and he uses a simple, personal,
engaging and sophisticated style. Habermas explains that telling the story is a way of
making sense for the narrator. “In adopting the narrative form, we are choosing a
perspective that ‘grammatically’ forces us to base our descriptions on an everyday
concept of the lifeworld as a cognitive reference system” (Habermas, 1984, p.136).
189

He also advises that narration is innerworldly and “has to be worked up for theoretical
purposes” (p.137).
One way to personalize a text is to use the first person singular (I), but it can
also be strategic (Canon Eight). I consciously wrote in the first person so as to make
clear when I was setting up the claims of the paper and when I was talking about my
own experience. I also consciously avoided first person when I was attempting
arguments which I did not want to seem as my opinion. For example, in the first part
of the introduction I avoid using ‘I’ because I want the reader to take my interpretation
of the context, not as interpretation but as ‘actuality’, In the second paragraph “I”
seems to be used to present the undertaking of the paper, for example, “In this paper
I explore the idea…”, but use of the verb “explore” also indicates a strategy of
presenting myself as a writer who is open to learning. “I” is also used to gain credit for
certain academic opinions, for example, “I argue that learning interests would be
served…I propose a critical approach…” When writing about what other people have
written, I avoid use of “I”. This covers two strategies: the authority for the ideas is
placed with the original author’s, and my role in interpreting or even misinterpreting
and in selecting or missing others’ ideas is diminished. In this sense, rather than
being a strategy of acknowledgment, I was practicing a strategy of avoiding
acknowledgment of my agency in using sourced texts.
The reviewers of this paper raised concerns about using ‘I’, and about what I
had written (Canon Two). One reviewer found my use of ‘I’ problematic, and I was
asked to remove the personal pronoun in the conclusion. To ensure that the paper
would be published, I complied with this request. Another reviewer pointed out that
more critique of student comments would provide more academic rigour. This advice
was useful, and I took heed of it by reflecting on my empathetic stance, and doing
more research into data analysis, student perceptions and academic culture. At the
time, I took the expedient response of removing some of the student comments.
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In this text, I included examples of practices that encourage understanding of
the problems around plagiarism. In analysing these practices and my comments, I
make an important distinction between cheating and plagiarism, and more
controversially put the case for not using the term plagiarism (Kuiper, 2005).
Similarly, Chandrasoma, Thompson, and Pennycook (2004) make the case that,
rather than focus on plagiarism, universities could explain texts and copying as
transgressive or nontransgressive intertextuality.
By the end of writing this paper, I reached an important conclusion that good
intentions and good teaching practices would be of no avail if the practices of dealing
with plagiarism at an institutional level were unfair and inconsistent (Canon Seven).
The students’ concerns (see Chapter Four) are evidence that inconsistent messages
can be seen as confusing. While critical pedagogy had opened my eyes to this
problem, it had left me without a way to move forward and take action.
Using critical pedagogy in the paper “The problem of plagiarism in academic
culture” expanded my horizon so that I could see how concepts of plagiarism and
acknowledgment can be negative aspects of academic culture, but it also limited my
view. In the following paragraphs, I discuss the limits of critical pedagogy and reveal
how this critique moved my research to a new approach.
The fighting stance of critical pedagogy offers little opportunity for cultural
change, even though it is critical of “the spectatorial detachment of those postmodern
free-floating intellectuals who, despite their claim to be part of a collective
deconstructive project, often fail to mobilize intellectual work in the interest of a
liberatory praxis” (McLaren, 1994, p. 193). This attacking language is a call to find
fault, rather than an opportunity for emancipation. I do note though that my own
language in the paper was attacking when I criticizing critical pedagogy: “early
writings in critical pedagogy often amounted to rantings against imperialism and
domination, reminiscent of the oratory of student politics in the 1970s…” (Canon
Eight). Critical pedagogy was losing its fit with my interest in making the university a
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better place for students. Kincheloe (2008) might call this naïve and point out how
capitalist systems take in what is radical and regurgitate it so that change is thwarted.
According to Kincheloe no matter how worthwhile a mission sounds, it can never be
worthwhile if it is a product of the university, where:
the educational cronies of dominant power blocs are willing to destroy lives of
teachers and students while subverting critique of practices that lead to
injustice and human suffering to the name of objectivity and neutrality — or,
even worse, doing so with their institutional mission statements saturated with
the language of democracy and social justice. (2008, p. 21)

Critical pedagogy is about enlightening others so that they can be empowered
to challenge their oppressors, or, in the case of education, empowering students to
challenge the hidden curriculum and its oppression. It is a call for action, yet in
essence its capacity to transform a system is limited, because its very existence
depends on there being inequities in the education system. Critical pedagogy is
frustrated by relying on the educational system that it seeks to dismantle, and critical
pedagogues are beneficiaries of their organisations. It is not limited to critique, it is
about being critical, about finding fault and continuing to find fault. McLaren (1996)
calls for lecturers to challenge the education system that is making them comfortable,
yet it is this university system that provides and privileges his position. Ellesworth
(1989), points out that it is “mostly White, middle-class men who write the literature
on critical pedagogy” (p. 312). In her own case, her institutional power privileges her,
but at the same time gender oppression silences her.
An aspiration of critical pegagogy is to have students questioning the system
that they aspire to achieve in. An education for some students offers emancipation
from poverty and political oppression, and so meeting educational expectations can
seem more rewarding for these students than critiquing those expectations. The
expectation of critique is an imposition for some students, but how can they critique
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this? Furthermore, students are in positions of subordination in some contexts, and
privilege in others, so the problem is not one of simply identifying who holds power.
Final concerns I have with the critical pedagogy movement are its often
abstract theoretical language and its negative critique of teachers. This distances it
from the messy action and negotiation of teaching and learning, and puts it as most
comfortable on the sidelines, where its theorists can find fault with the performance of
those involved in the action. Lin (2004), in her revealing account of trying to take a
critical pedagogy approach while teaching critical theory, reports the struggles that
the postgraduate students had in making sense of the approach. This indicates that,
if the language is not communicating, the gulf preventing understanding increases
powerlessness. The language of critical pedagogy can also damn those who are in
the action – the teachers. Cadman (2007, p. 87) provides quotes to show that in
critical pedagogy research, teachers are spoken of as well-meaning but ignorant and
as committing poor practices.
Universities might not be good at critiquing their own practices, but there is
the possibility that universities can transform, and their missions could be a means for
this (Canon Seven). What if the people making decisions about plagiarism are not
“educational cronies of dominant power blocs […] willing to destroy lives…”
(Kincheloe, 2008, p. 21)? What if they are just trying to do the right thing and would
be willing to do this if they knew what it was? In considering these questions, I was
then confronted with further questions of inquiry: what would the ‘right thing’ be?
What are the decisions made about plagiarism? Is plagiarism a transgression of the
conventions of academic culture or is it a matter of dishonesty? This led to further
research, and the writing of the next text, in which I critique the ways that plagiarism
is judged to be an issue of convention or morality.
In this chapter, I have delved further into issues around plagiarism and why
these are problematic. I have reviewed the framing of understandings about
plagiarism in academic culture through concepts of power and acculturation. In the
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reflections section, in addition to using the hermeneutic canons to interpret the paper,
I reviewed critical pedagogy as a tool of emancipatory action and challenged its
efficacy for transforming practices in higher education. In the next chapter, I
interrogate the positioning of plagiarism as a moral issue.
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Chapter Seven: A problem of morality or convention

In this chapter, I relate personal experiences in order to provide the context for the
paper, “Judging plagiarism: A problem of morality and convention”. In the paper, I
acknowledge that plagiarising can be cheating, and on that basis, I discuss the issues
of dealing with such behaviour. The discussion covers the development of moral
reasoning and how justice and care, reason and emotion, and adherence to rules are
elements involved in decision making. I make connections between psychology,
philosophy and neuroscience to argue that morality is important for humans, and that
emotion is brought to decisions about plagiarism.
Using the hermeneutic canons, I then review the paper with two main tools:
the framework of communicative action, which Habermas (1990) also used to review
the hierarchy of moral development model (Kohlberg, 1981), and the “writing for
inquiry” questions, which directed me to reflect on the writing of the text and its
reviews (Richardson, 2000).

Context
By the time of writing the paper, I had tried to make sense of plagiarism by: reviewing
some of the literature on plagiarism and acknowledgment, considering what students
had to say about their experience of trying to understand plagiarism, framing the
academe as a certain type of culture and, from the critical pedagogy stance, as an
inherently oppressive culture. I needed to understand more about why plagiarism was
such a problem. I understood it as a cultural construct, which means that what to an
outsider could seem peculiar seems normal to the inducted, but what remained
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unanswered for me was why plagiarism provoked passionate reactions, and whether
a reasonable way of judging plagiarism was possible.
In the article, Using an Ethical Decision-Making Model to Determine
Consequences for Student Plagiarism, Kiehl (2006) relates the story of a student
declared a plagiarist, who had falsely attributed some of the quotes in his essay. He
was a divorced sole parent, whose studies were funded by the military, and who was
expecting to graduate and be an officer. The cancelled graduation, and having his
cheating and failure made public were serious consequences for this student. But not
all false attributions and poor acknowledgment result in negative consequences.
Pecorari (2006) in her analysis of extracts from eight masters theses and nine
doctoral theses found unexpectedly large amounts of secondary citations claimed to
be from primary sources: “137 source mentions, eight times the number that were
acknowledged’ (p.17). In addition, with regard to unacknowledged copied text, she
found that “41% of the corpus consist[ed] of language repeated without attribution
from sources” (p. 22).
Forms of cheating may not invoke the same responses from everyone. The
student interviews in Chapter Four reveal that the concepts of attribution in academic
work can be understood from different perspectives. The postgraduate student who
proudly and naively announced to me her new job of writing essays for students
doing a university preparation course, had an understanding of cheating which
differed from my view. In response to my horrified reaction, she declared she was
helping the students. When I asked if she would do their exams for them, it was her
turn to be alarmed. “Of course not, that would be cheating!”
In the light of these examples, I embarked on an exploration of plagiarism as
both a cultural and a moral issue and wrote the following paper.
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Judging plagiarism: A problem of morality and convention10

This paper considers the problem of plagiarism as an issue of morality. Outrage about student
plagiarism in universities positions it as dishonesty and a transgression of standards. Despite this, there
has been little work analysing the implications of positioning plagiarism as a moral matter in the making
of judgments about plagiarism and academic dishonesty. This paper sets the scene by reviewing
research about the characteristics of students who cheat and analysing student and lecturer differences.
It then discusses perspectives from moral behaviour, moral philosophy and moral reasoning. The paper
concludes that emotion and reason are brought to moral judgments, and so makes a case for those who
are making judgments about plagiarism to reflect on whether they are faced with a matter of morality or
convention. Greater awareness of the domains of convention and morality, the issues of justice and
care, the roles of emotion and reason and what is involved in making judgments, will open ways of
understanding reactions to plagiarism so that better ways to deal with accusations and make judgments
can be developed.
Keywords: convention and morality, justice and care, moral judgments, lecturer interests, plagiarism

10

Source original for correct page numbers at East, J. (2010). Judging plagiarism: A problem of

morality and convention. Higher Education, 59(1), 69 – 83. DOI: 10.1007/s10734-009-9234-9
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Introduction
In 2006 in an Australian university, a lecturer perceived his entire class as having plagiarised and been
dishonest, so following university policy all the students were charged with academic misconduct. He
was making a stand against dishonesty. Another staff member was outraged and claimed that these
students had been made to suffer because they had not known how to copy according to university
standards. Despite their different reactions, both staff claimed they were concerned about justice, care
and maintaining standards of academic integrity.

Much of current rhetoric indicates that plagiarism is seen as an issue of academic dishonesty and
morality. The following definition is a florid example positioning plagiarism as immoral.
Plagiarus means kidnapper or plunderer, in Latin, because in antiquity plagiarii were pirates
who sometimes stole children. As plagiarism is considered intellectual theft some
commentators have likened it to stealing the brain child of another. (Oregon State University,
Office of student conduct)

Organisations

such

as

the

Centre

for

Academic

Integrity

(http://www.academicintegrity.org/cai_research.asp) claim the terrible state of student behaviour with
evidence from large-scale enquiries across Northern America showing that over 70% of students admit
to some form of cheating. Of course there are other approaches to the problem of plagiarism, and much
has been written on the teaching and learning of conventions of acknowledgment. Nevertheless,
preventing plagiarism, promoting standards of academic integrity, and policing and surveillance prevail
as concerns of universities. Furthermore, concerns about the problem of plagiarism do not seem to be
abating, despite all the discussion and reasonable advice. Perhaps all this discussion has led to greater
awareness of the complexities and hitherto unnoticed problems and inequities. This paper analyses the
problem of plagiarism as an issue of morality, out of concern for the need to be fair and equitable in
dealing with and judging claims of plagiarism and academic dishonesty.
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The attitudes brought to the judgments of student plagiarism are likely to influence the ways that faculty
deal with accusations of plagiarism. These attitudes could be based on perceptions that plagiarism is
evidence of ignorance of norms, or poor competence in handling conventions, or a transgression of
standards, or low levels of morality. Judging instances of plagiarism as if they were breakdowns of
cultural conventions could reduce anxiety and avoid the denigration inherent in accusations of academic
dishonesty. Plagiarism, however, is not always a breakdown in cultural conventions; sometimes
accusations of cheating are justified. In such cases, judgments of right and wrong behaviour take on a
moral flavour. Acknowledging that moral judgments are brought to decisions about plagiarism deals with
reality and so provides opportunities to develop a frame to analyse current practice and approaches to
decision making. This moves the discussion about plagiarism beyond turgid definitions and
categorisation. While there might not be resolution there will be opportunities to better deal with the
problem of plagiarism and direct teaching and learning advice. Anecdotal evidence indicates that unfair
treatment and judgments exist, despite the work put into teaching and policy and despite the availability
of information about cultural differences in acknowledgment. Judgments about plagiarism and academic
dishonesty involve a number of considerations, and those who make judgments bring different interests
and personal characteristics to their decisions.

This paper, in order to make clear the particular context of universities, discusses the positioning of
plagiarism as an ethical concern in universities and reviews the literature on student characteristics. The
paper uses perspectives from moral behaviour theory to discuss concepts of universal moral
development and cultural attitudes to morality. The making of moral judgments and perspectives from
moral philosophy are considered and applied to problems of plagiarism. The last section, which covers
morality and neural mechanisms, looks at the role of cognition and emotion in moral decision making. It
is hoped that taking the discussion into the realm of moral thinking will open ways of understanding the
reactions to accusations of plagiarism and so develop better ways to make judgments.

Plagiarism as an ethical issue in universities
The university context
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A search of university sites in the US and Australia quickly reveals statements which define plagiarism
as an issue of ethics. Such sites can also warn students about penalties and advise students that they
should uphold standards. For example from Australia:

Academic honesty is a core value of the University of Sydney. The University is
committed to the basic academic right that students receive due credit for work
submitted for assessment. Integral to this is the notion that it is clearly unfair for
students to submit work for assessment that dishonestly represents the work of others
as their own. Such activity represents a form of fraud.
The most common form of academic dishonesty is plagiarism with intent to deceive
the examiner. (The University of Sydney)

…Students will be taught why plagiarism is an unethical practice. The rationale for the
severity of penalties applied to serious cases will be made clear to them… (La Trobe
University)

Statements that are moralistic and use the language of policing are not unusual in the US, for example,
from an Academic Dishonesty Flyer, University of Central Florida:
Plagiarism, whereby another’s work is deliberately used or appropriated without any
indication of the source, thereby attempting to convey the impression that such work is
the student’s own, is prohibited. Any student failing to properly credit ideas or
materials taken from another has plagiarized.
A student who has assisted another in any of the aforementioned breach of standards
shall be considered equally culpable. (Kiehl, 2006)

While the degree of righteous drama and use of the discourse of policing varies, typically universities
position plagiarism as dishonesty. O”Regan (2006), in her analysis of university policy, pointed out that
policies also try to define plagiarism and usually acknowledge that students need to be taught it.
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The need to define plagiarism and explain its impropriety indicates that while some experience it as a
transgression this is not universal. In contrast, cheating is not defined for new university students,
because cheating is assumed to be universally understood. Students will declare that cheating is
immoral, but they do not always perceive plagiarism as a serious misdemeanour (Park, 2003; East,
2005).

Students and lecturers can have different understandings of plagiarism. Evans (2006) positions lecturers
on the moral high ground and claims that lecturers understand plagiarism as a breach of trust
undermining academic traditions, while students prioritise success as more important than avoiding
plagiarism. This might be so, but if we step back and take a reflective approach to explaining lecturer
and student roles, we could understand lecturers and students as operating under different interests.
Lecturers who have acquiesced to standards and worked hard to achieve their positions, have an
interest in ensuring those standards are not undermined. Foucault (1991) argued that acquiescing to
standards is not perceived as imposition by those who benefit. On the other hand, those who do not
have an interest in staying within an organisation are unlikely to take its standards to heart and are more
likely to perceive those standards as impositions. Most students see their benefits as being beyond the
university and generally want to graduate from university and move on. Unsurprisingly, plagiarism,
which is a breach of academic standards, is more affronting to lecturers than it is to their students.

Nevertheless, dishonesty and breaches of academic integrity are not limited to students. Some lecturers
and researchers will subordinate allegiance to academic tradition and academic integrity for personal
interests. Park (2003) points out that university staff cheat, and a US study found that 15.5% of
researchers had changed ‘the design, methodology or results of a study in response to pressure from a
funding source” (Martinson et al. cited in Hall, 2006, p. 3 of 11). The roles of lecturer, researcher and
student bring different pressures, which could lead to different manifestations of academic dishonesty.
Many lecturers, researchers and postgraduate students are under pressure to design, execute and
publish original research, while undergraduate students are under pressure to meet the assessment
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expectations of their lecturers. This paper is only focussing on student plagiarism and academic
dishonesty, but acknowledges that other parties in a university could plagiarise, be dishonest and lack
integrity. There is a need for further research in this area.

Standards of academic integrity are an issue for those who judge transgressions. Some judgments
about plagiarism demonstrate a shortfall in academic integrity (Symposium on Promoting Academic
Integrity, 2004). A public example of this is The University of Newcastle, New South Wales, Australia
which was called to account in the press for its poor handling of alleged plagiarism and soft marking. In
this case, rather than penalise some full-fee paying students when they plagiarised, the lecturer who
noted the plagiarism was over-ruled and the students were passed. According to Atkins and Herfel
(2005) this was not just chance. They argue that in Australia, the current focus on reforms to save
money on public funding of universities prioritises the interests of the market and in turn undermines
academic integrity and the sense of community. Judgments about deliberate plagiarism may not be just
about ethical reasoning. Rather than being steadfast about academic integrity as is claimed in policy
statements, sometimes universities are more concerned about the market. This implies that university
committees cannot always be relied on to make disinterested decisions.

Academic dishonesty in students
Given that universities are inclined to define plagiarism as a problem of academic dishonesty in students
more knowledge about the type of student who is likely to cheat could be insightful. Media attention
indicates that international students are connected with a rise in plagiarism, but there is little quantifiable
evidence demonstrating that they are more likely to cheat. Park (2003) points out that they are
perceived to be more likely to plagiarise and cites language difficulties and cultural difference as the
reason for this.

There is little agreement in the research about the student types who are likely to plagiarise and cheat.
According to Lambert et al. (2003), in the United States, estimates of the number of students who admit
to some form of cheating vary from 49% to over 70%. Similarly, studies considering gender, age and
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level of education vary in findings (Lambert et al., 2003; Lester & Diekhoff, 2002). While McCabe and
Drinan (1999) speculated that students who had high grades could decide to cheat because of pressure
to maintain grades, others associated low grade point averages with the propensity to cheat (Lambert et
al., 2003), and Sheard et al. (2003) posited that postgraduate students were less likely to cheat because
they were motivated to learn. In an interesting connection of factors, Kerkvliet and Sigmund (cited in
Magnus et al., 2002) found that, along with an association with low grade point averages, students who
consumed large amounts of alcohol were more likely to cheat. Perhaps these students are also the
party goers who are claimed to have a propensity to cheat (see Park 2003, p. 480).

Determining student characteristics has not provided definite indicators of the sort of student who is
likely to cheat. Research into the situational circumstances surrounding cheating might be more
revelatory and more useful for those trying to reduce levels of cheating and plagiarism. Lambert et al.’s
review of the literature suggests that social pressure can lead to academic dishonesty, but they also
suggest that ‘students try to justify engaging in different forms of academic honesty for a variety of
reasons, such as competitiveness of their major, course difficulty, the need for professional success,
cynicism, and that other students cheat” (2003, p. 8). Terms such as ‘students try to justify” imply that
there is no legitimate justification, and further the students are at fault so no more analysis of the
problem is needed. Perhaps relabelling these “justifications” as reasons could increase awareness of
the situations and circumstances that are conducive to plagiarism and cheating. Circumstances such as
increased class size, lack of personal contact and increased financial pressure are cited by Le Heron
(2001). Surprisingly, she does not argue for changes in these conditions; rather she focuses on ways to
reduce chances for students to get away with cheating. In contrast, in their review of the factors in
student decision making about cheating, Dick et al. (2002), used Passow’s 2002 model which takes into
account external contexts such as the institutional and the societal. Nadelson (2006), in the US, also
argues that environment plays an important role in student decision making about ethical behaviour.

While the wide variation in the research findings indicates that personal characteristics seem to have
little relationship to whether or not students cheat, Lambert et al. (2003, p. 7) claim that a person’s moral
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beliefs are linked to whether they will be academically dishonest. This could also be a matter of
environment; for example, in some US colleges, exams are unsupervised because students maintain
Honour Codes. This indicates that the individual’s moral beliefs can develop to meet the standards of
the group, and the group’s standards have developed from its society. Of course as Rest et al.’s (1999)
research shows, some individuals are more morally developed and so more able to make moral
decisions. They also argue that the higher the education the higher the advance in moral development,
which indicates that focussing on the personal characteristics of students is less useful than enquiring
about their learning experiences and the contexts in which cheating takes place.

Moral development as universal concept
Developing morality
The concept of moral decision making being a matter of development is based on the notion that there
are universal principles, which some people and some groups of people are able to apply in more or
less sophisticated ways, no matter their culture or nationality. Based on this notion, Kohlberg (1981)
developed the Defining Issues Test, which set moral dilemmas and rated respondents” levels of morality
according to how they arrived at decisions. At the lowest level, decisions are made according to selfish
feelings; at the next level they conform with prohibitions; and at the highest level, they are based on
principles of justice. The universality of this schema and the test was part of its appeal, but it has also
been criticised for its generalisations and limited definitions of what constitutes sophisticated moral
decision making (Shweder et al., 1987). In a response to some of the criticisms of Kohlberg’s work, Rest
et al. (1999, p. 171) refined some of the stages in Kohlberg’s levels of morality. They also defended
Kohlberg’s approach and explained that it shows that individuals can achieve developmental shifts in
moral thinking, and so with education people can change (no matter what their culture). Accordingly,
universities could be places where higher order moral thinking is learnt in the promotion of a culture of
academic integrity.

Although Kohlberg’s levels of morality are claimed to be universally applicable, complications arise if
they are used to explain student cheating behaviours in a multicultural university. The claim that cultures
204

differ in attitudes to cheating could be taken to indicate that some nationalities are less morally
developed than others. Furthermore, the unfortunate findings of Lambert et al.’s research (2003, p.14)
that student dishonesty increased with academic level suggests that university education undermines
moral development. Perhaps differences in moral judgments might not always be a matter of
development; maybe some behaviours pertain to cultural difference, some to environment, and maybe
some behaviours are wrongly classified as cheating.

Cultural difference is accepted as a way of explaining varieties of understandings of prohibitions. In
some societies religious blasphemy is evidence of a person of low character, one who deserves ultimate
punishment, but in western societies blasphemy hardly offends. In their analysis of cheating across
countries, Magnus et al. (2002) found that opinions and attitudes toward cheating in the United States,
the Netherlands, Israel and Russia “differed considerably” (p 126). Shweder et al. (1987) in their
comparison of acts that transgressed social norms, reported that Americans and Indians differed in what
they perceived to be “universally binding prohibitions” (p. 69). They concluded that cultural difference
accounted more for variance in moral thinking than did level of maturity, and that ranking moral
judgments as developing from a rules based approach to an approach based on principles is not
universally applicable.

Domains of morality and convention
Perhaps the differences in judgments about morality by different cultures can be explained away
because some issues are incorrectly labelled or inconsistently categorised. Turiel et al. (1991) argued
that certain activities, for example abortion and pornography, are hard to conclusively define as always
being issues of morality. They called these “nonprototypical” issues as opposed to “prototypical” issues
such as killing, rape and stealing. “Nonprototypical” issues, according to Turiel et al. (p. 1), do not
conveniently fit into the “moral” domain, nor do they fit into ‘social conventional and personal domains.”
The moral domain is about unconditional and generalizable perspectives on welfare justice and rights;
social convention refers to socially constructed meanings, and the personal domain pertains to matters
of personal choice which although individual still relate to shared understandings. (See Turiel (1983) and
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Turiel et al. (1991) for a full description of these domains.) So “nonprototypical” issues would, by
definition, be excluded from the moral domain, but some literature discusses pornography and abortion
as moral problems, just as plagiarism is so discussed. Discourse labels pornography a moral problem
when it is bracketed with rape; abortion is labelled immoral when it is called murder, and plagiarism
becomes a moral problem when it is defined as stealing. Thus, the differentiation and categorisation of
“moral” issues depends on circumstance as well as individual and cultural experiences.

On the surface Turiel et al.’s separation of domains gives us a way of dealing with instances of
plagiarism and breakdowns in academic integrity. Some instances such as cheating could be judged as
moral; others such as inadequate acknowledgment could be judged to be social conventional; while
instances of choosing the wrong referencing style could be in the personal domain. Of course, not all
instances are that easily categorised, and in turn, not all are judged so consistently. Turiel et al. (1991,
p. 4) argue that in societies which value individual choice, issues of morality include perspectives of
personal choice; in contrast, “in cultures structured by social hierarchy and concomitant duties, all social
practices are treated as morally fixed and obligatory”. This undermines the generalizability and
unconditionality of Turiel et al.’s concept that in the moral domain, moral issues are as natural laws and
not relative to societal context.

Whether or not we can determine if a rule is a universal principle of morality, we could conceptualise the
separation of morality and convention in order to understand that some of the rules about plagiarism do
not seem natural and reasoned to newcomers. Students from a range of backgrounds and unfamiliar
with university conventions could hold that cheating is dishonest, and that some forms of plagiarism are
cheating, while viewing some of the rules about plagiarism to be arbitrary (Buckingham & Nevile, 1997;
East, 2005). While students can be initially confused or even cynical about the conventions of
plagiarism, they can also learn that some of these seeming arbitrary rules are, in fact, reasoned
conventions.
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As hierarchical cultures with rules about assessment and rank, universities tend to treat social practices,
such as acknowledgment of sources, as “morally fixed or obligatory” (Turiel et al 1991, p.4). Universities
not only penalise students, who rank low in the hierarchy, for ignorance of norms, they can also brand
them as lacking moral standards. Some writers have referred to the discourse around plagiarism as a
form of exclusion (Howard, 2000). The problem becomes even more complicated if ignorance of
prevailing practice is understood as being poor moral development. Thus, categorising some cultural
groups of students as having different attitudes to acknowledgment can be tantamount to classifying
them as moral failures. Phan (2006) takes this up when she declares that some claims about overseas
students’ attitudes to copying (which position these students as the other) actually stereotype and
denigrate. Going even further, Hekman (1995, p. 113) postulates that “we do not recognise someone as
a subject unless she/he possesses a moral voice”. Thus, perceiving a student as a moral failure
denigrates their human value. Furthermore, while in reality there are many moral voices, to claim there
is one true voice silences the other voices (Hekman, 1995, p. 115).

Making moral judgments
Justice and care
Different perspectives can be brought to decision making about moral problems. In 1988, Gilligan
considered responses to moral problems from gender perspectives which seriously challenged
Kohlberg’s position that moral decisions based on justice were the most sophisticated. She argued that
Kohlberg had classified women’s responses as lesser, because the standards denoted by principles of
universal justice were a male reality (Gilligan, 1988, p. 18). Gilligan argued that morality theories were
not neutral and had been formed through men’s eyes, and further, not only was there a theoretical
problem in the earlier constructions of moral development there was bias in the analyses of women’s
approaches to moral problems. In her research, she aimed to present a new picture of attitudes to
morality and identity. She concluded that sophisticated moral judgment is not just based on principles of
justice, rights and rules, it can also be about the ethic of responsibility, relationship and care.
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Gilligan’s position although contexted in a particular time and place when she saw the need for women’s
voices to be heard, still has relevance for current concerns about how to make moral judgments. Gilligan
was not just writing about gender differences, nor did she claim generalisations about how all women or
all men make moral judgments. She defined the voice(s) she presented as “characterized not by gender
but by theme” and explained in her text that ‘the contrasts between male and female voices are
presented here to highlight a distinction between two modes of thought and to focus a problem of
interpretation rather than to present a generalization about either sex” (p. 2). Nevertheless, Gilligan’s
focus on the care aspect of making moral judgments is controversial because it polarises, and she can
be criticised for narrowing the discussion to the aspects of justice and care in moral decision making at
the expense of other factors.

In contrast, Rest et al. (1999) deal with a wider range of factors and end up taking a masculine stance.
They delegate the care factor to a “micromoral” category of concerns about courtesy and helpfulness
and having integrity in relationships.

They value “macromorality”: the moral concerns of rights,

freedoms and equity of treatment. The language in the quote below demonstrates that Rest et al. clearly
consider care, as represented by micromorality, to be a less admirable approach. Consider how their
term “acting on principle” sounds superior to acting according to “favoritism”.

In micromoral issues, what is praiseworthy is characterized in terms of unswerving
loyalty, dedication, and partisan caring to special others. On the other hand, in
macromorality, the praiseworthy response is characterized in terms of impartiality and
acting on principle, instead of partisanship, favoritism, or tribalism. Both macro- and
micromorality concern ways of constructing and enriching the web of relationships one through the structures of society, and the other through personal, face-to-face
relationships. (Rest et al. 1999, p. 3)

While universities would be wise to concur with Rest et al. that impartiality is more praiseworthy than
“favouritism or tribalism”, they also have a responsibility to care for their students. The University of
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Melbourne, for example, acknowledges the value of care in the statement, from one of its nine principles
guiding teaching and learning, that there will be “Explicit concern and support for individual
development” (2007a). It also lists as one of its graduate attributes: “profound respect for truth and
intellectual integrity, and for the ethics of scholarship” (2007b). The balancing act, with regard to making
judgments about plagiarism, is to promote and deliver justice, incorporate the aspect of care and enable
learning.

Moral reasoning
Much of what is written about plagiarism focuses on what students should or should not do and what
and how they should be taught, but that is only part of the picture. Faculty also make judgments about
what should be done to students. Policy directs the process of making such decisions, but individual
cases will still demand much consideration if judgments are to be seen as appropriate, morally
sophisticated and equitable.

Using a moral philosophy which analyses language by considering what is actually said or not said, and
then what is actually done gives a way of approaching ethical judgments. Analysing the language of
maxims of moral behaviour could reveal any inconsistencies in judgments and understandings of right
and wrong. Using such an approach, Wittgenstein analyses communication for what we need to say and
what we do not need to say (Thorne & Lantolf, 2007). We do not need to explain cheating, but we do
feel the need to say much about plagiarism. It is hard to imagine that a student who stole a wallet would
defend the action by claiming he had not been told it was unacceptable to steal. On the other hand, a
student who had plagiarised could defend the action by claiming he had not been told that such an
action was a transgression. Analysing and recognising what does not need to be stated depends on
cultural insight and indicates the cultural construction of ethics.

Wittgenstein further limits the analysis of ethics through language when he says that in the end ethics
just comes down to what we do and cannot be clarified (Phillips, 2001). In the Tractatus he explains that
what exists has no intrinsic value - it just is. Humans impose values, and humans make absolute
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judgments about values. Wittgenstein even states that ethics are “nonsense” (Phillips, 2001, p. 357):
there is no sense, just the meaning humans make.

Meaning making could be what is universal rather than any principles of morality and ethics. Does this
mean that discussions about ethics should be dismissed; are they too difficult to pursue, or is the
essence of ethics beyond human expression? Or are ethics a matter of individual integrity determined
according to experience in time and place? Using Wittgenstein’s approach of finding understanding
through language might not always clarify concepts of ethics, but it might provide insight into how we
can make rules, such as the rules of acknowledgment, which we cannot always explain, and then follow
these rules as if they were inherently sensible. These rules make up a sense of integrity which an
individual can use as a guide, even though it is a construction of their meaning making. Integrity in this
sense means the sense of being honest and true to one’s standards, an “all-embracing quality… [in
which there is] the wholeness and completeness of the person” (Nillsen, 2005, p. 1).

Making sense with an ethical framework should not necessarily lead to universal principles of ethics,
rather imposing the universal over the particular can reduce opportunities for a fair hearing (Hekman,
1991; Phillips, 2001). Furthermore, Wittgenstein argues that there is no certainty and advises against
justifying certain actions from our own meaning making of what constitutes the ethical (see quote
below). Those who are making judgments need to actually listen to the particular reasons of the
perpetrator rather than to reconstruct what seem to be the reasons.
In considering a different system of ethics there may be a strong temptation to think
that what seems to us to express the justification of an action must be what really
justifies it there, whereas the real reasons are the reasons that are given. These are
the reasons for or against the action. “Reason” doesn’t always mean the same thing;
and in ethics we have to keep from assuming that reasons must really be of a different
sort from what they seem to be. (Rhees, 1970 cited in Phillips, 2001, p. 356)
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This alert directs those who make ethical judgments to avoid assumptions and the imposition of
meaning, but it only offers minimal guidance. Plagiarisers might claim their actions are based on
standards different from the standards of those who judge such actions. Given that integrity can be
individual, it is not hard to imagine that people could apply differing ethical principles. Does an
individual’s conviction that their action is not morally wrong provide justification for plagiarism? An
example of this would be a student who (mis)understood writing an essay for another student to be a
helpful act, yet understood taking an exam for another student to be cheating. Judgments, which take
into account individual experience, demand flexibility rather than adherence to a set of rules for judging
morality. This flexibility requires decision makers to listen for what happened, listen for the given
reasons for an action, and then distance their own values while being guided by their integrity. Perhaps
this juggling act becomes more possible with practice. It certainly entails a preparedness to tolerate
uncertainty, respect the people in each situation and deal with each as being unique.

Just as cases are individual, so are decision makers. Lim and Coalter’s (2006) descriptions of the
progress of four incidents of academic dishonesty, indicate the unpredictable and unreliable nature of
the decisions made by university committees, despite the members’ belief in the need to apply rules
fairly (also see Bretag (2005) and Sutherland-Smith (2004)).
Some committee members are overly forgiving, believing that the process itself is a
lesson and that the sanctions should not be too harsh. Others believe that even the
slightest occurrence of dishonesty should result in expulsion from the institution, the
academic equivalency of the death penalty. (Lim & Coalter, 2006, p. 157)

These judgments were based on personal dispositions and emotion rather than objective rules. It is not
surprising that emotion is present when lecturers who value their role as teachers, are confronted with
academic dishonesty and contraventions of academic norms. Lecturers can feel personally insulted by
students’ work which seems to be plagiarised and even experienced lecturers can jump to incorrect
conclusions (Murphy, 1990).
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Basing moral judgments on an overarching principle of reason has appeal, because making one rule for
all seems fair and just. But then would making an exception to the rule and forgiving one plagiariser be
unfair? Would forgiving plagiarisers result in assessment anarchy with students outsourcing
assignments and receiving undeserved qualifications? Kant’s “Universalization Principle” asks us to
consider what would happen if everyone behaved in the same manner (Nelson, 1991, p. 135). One
student plagiarising and escaping a penalty perhaps could be insignificant, but what would the impact be
if many students could plagiarise without fear of penalty? Further problems arise, if the implementation
of penalties is inconsistent. Inequity and insecurity will prevail in universities which treat some people
with less respect than others and treat plagiarism in ways that seem to be arbitrary. To prevent this, it
seems appropriate to follow Kant’s imperative to judge all actions with respect and adherence to
objective rules without the interference of emotion. In reality, making moral judgments on the basis of
reason may just be an ideal.

Making judgments according to set standards could be a guard against unfairness, favouritism,
corruption, and prioritising some interests over what is ethical. Professional ethics codes, some of which
are taught to university students, could be applied in cases of decision making about plagiarism. But
such codes are not a guarantee of fairness. In a case which purported to show the effectiveness of
“using an ethical decision-making model to determine consequences for student plagiarism” (Kiehl,
2006, p. 199), the principles underpinning the decisions were conveniently defined to fit with what felt
right. For example, the principle of “benefits”, was interpreted to mean that the student being penalised
would benefit from “a lesson learned regarding integrity and the pride he will feel when he has
completed the terms of the consequences…” (Kiehl, 2006, p. 201). Furthermore, the ethical decisionmaking model was not helpful for determining if a breach of ethics had occurred. Rather, poor
referencing was claimed as intentional plagiarism because the university could call on one of its “Golden
Rules”: “Any student failing to properly credit ideas or materials taken from another has plagiarized”
(Office of Student Rights and Responsibilities, University of Central Florida cited in Kiehl, 2006).
Publicising the university’s official statement of honesty was seen as evidence that this student had
understood the concept of plagiarism. In Kiehl’s paper, the exact nature of the plagiarism is not clear,
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but it is clear that even with the best of intentions, applying standards is no protection against
unfairness.

Applying standards can also be considered from the perspective of maintaining interests and benefits.
Foucault argues a relationship between penalty and the maintenance of power in “Discipline and
Punish: The birth of the prison” (1991). Here he puts the development of justice and punishments into a
historical context and claims that the move, in eighteenth century Europe, away from hideous bodily
torture as legitimate punishment was more than a call for humane treatment. The interest in reform of
justice and punishment was about reducing inefficiencies in the judicial system, bringing in a different
distribution of power and reducing ‘the arbitrariness of monarchical power” (p. 81). Foucault also
connected increases in wealth in eighteenth century England and France with demands for security,
belief in rise in crime, increased “moral value placed on property relations” and increased surveillance
(p. 77). This resonates with the increase in access to education and information which has paralleled
concerns about plagiarism and increased use of software for surveillance and detection of plagiarism.
While those who are making policy, determining penalties, making judgments, and implementing
penalties may see themselves as trying to be fair in making appropriate and equitable decisions,
according to Foucault’s line of reasoning, they are actually involved in a normalization process which
supports the power and the benefits of their rank in the governing body.

Morality and neural mechanisms
Moral judgments are made in historical and social contexts, and they involve reasoning based on
maxims for how to live and behave properly, as well as concerns for justice and care. Such judgments,
however, are not simply about applying the rules of right and wrong, they involve a lot of brain work,
which we know from common sense and is demonstrated by recent work in neuroscience which shows
how the brain works when people try to make moral decisions. Humans care a lot about justice and they
are emotional about injustice, because as is argued below it is necessary for survival. Some research
claims that brain imaging demonstrates that both reason and emotion are activated when people are
confronted with moral dilemmas (Greene et al., 2004). Others argue that moral reasoning is simply
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reasoning and that neural activity is widespread and not local and so cannot be isolated (Casebeer &
Churchland, 2003). Speculations about the neural mechanisms of reason and emotion in moral
cognition have led to interesting reviews of concepts raised in moral psychology and philosophy. While
some are excited about the embrace of biology and morality and position it as ecology in which moral
principles can be derived from empirical research (Casebeer & Churchland, 2003), others are
concerned that this “naturalization” of ethics will lead to descriptions of what exists being interpreted to
be what is (morally) right (Hume & Moore cited in Greene, 2003).

Looking at what happens in the brain when we make decisions could tell us about the (neurological)
processes involved. While it is early days for determining the specific parts of the brain involved in
dealing with moral problems, evidence shows that both reasoning and emotion are involved. Greene et
al. (2004) found that a difficult moral dilemma which has personal implications takes longer to process
than an “impersonal” dilemma and involves regions of the brain associated with cognition and reflection.
They surmise, from their neuroimaging results of brain activity when judging a difficult personal moral
dilemma, that there is a lot of cognitive control which overrides emotional responses. On the other hand,
in more straightforward problems that could be decided by calling on maxims and well respected
principles, such as “It’s wrong to kill someone”, there is not evidence of much reasoning, and people are
more able to make quick decisions. To exemplify this, they presented a dilemma which requires little
cognitive effort, arguing, for example, that the quick response to reject infanticide of a teenage mother’s
unwanted newborn is a simple emotionally based decision about what is right or wrong. They argue that
simply calling on rules to make judgments is less cognitively demanding, requires less thought and fits
with emotional processing.

It is human nature to be more involved and pay more attention to moral cases which affect us
personally. In Greene’s (2003) neuroscience perspective of human nature, concern for those who are
close to us, as opposed to those with whom we have no contact, is survival sense. He extrapolates from
the concept of evolution that altruism actually meant species’ survival in the case of our early ancestors,
and he argues that with regard to morality “natural selection has outfitted us with mechanisms for
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making intuitive, emotion-based judgements” (Greene, 2003, p. 849). Hence, we can quickly know that
certain actions are right or wrong and we care if someone close to us experiences injustice. Not only do
we give more attention to moral cases which affect us personally, according to Greene, morality itself
only exists as a matter of human survival and is not a matter of objective right or wrong.

A purely rational approach to moral problems is not a human reality, and overcoming immediate intuitive
emotion-based responses requires a high level of cognitive control. Kant’s understanding that moral
judgments can be assured to be fair by adhering to objective rules and removing emotion is unrealistic.
Casebeer and Churchland (2003, p. 179) conclude that moral decision making and practical decision
making are connected with emotions and feelings because people who have damage to the
ventromedial prefrontal part of the brain make impaired judgments in all these areas. This fits with the
evolution explanation that prohibition and emotional response developed together in the human brain for
survival advantage (Greene, 2003; Greene et al., 2004). However there is more to the picture: Greene
and Greene et al. also claim that neural imaging reveals that moral judgments which take into account
consequences use the part of the brain where abstract reasoning and high level cognitive control take
place. This supports Kohlberg’s levels of moral judgments (Kohlberg, 1981; Rest et al., 1999), in which
simply applying prohibitions to moral dilemmas is a low level response. It does not, however, resolve the
arguments about whether applying justice should be ranked at a higher level than care. Taking into
account consequences, whether they are about justice or care, is neurologically demanding.

Conclusion
For universities the growing concerns about originality and the demands for increased surveillance of
student work are connected to incredible growth in access to knowledge and opportunities for
information reproduction. Judging morality would hardly seem the primary role of a university, yet
maintaining and supporting academic integrity is in a university’s interests. Universities also meet
students’ interests when they reduce opportunities for plagiarism and make judgments and penalties
about plagiarism and academic dishonesty which are fair and consistent.
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The concept of domains of morality and convention provides a way of analysing plagiarism. Sometimes
plagiarism is a matter of dishonesty, sometimes it can be contravention. This is reflected in university
policies which emphasise plagiarism as a moral problem then define it in great detail. Clearly, there is
not universal understanding about what plagiarism means. While some lecturers are outraged by
plagiarism, because they value their teaching or their university’s standards, not everyone sees
plagiarism as immoral, and not everyone who plagiarises has a low level of moral development.

Sometimes students knowingly plagiarise. In such cases applying (policy) rules is often the first step,
and this would seem to be appropriate if the same treatment is to apply to all, and if decisions are not to
be based on personal interests and emotional reactions. Rarely, however, do decisions easily match
prescribed rules. Furthermore, research from neuroscience reveals that decision making about moral
problems is cognitively demanding and necessarily involves both emotion and reason.

Humans are programmed to care about morality and justice – their survival depends on it. When we
connect this understanding with Foucault’s notion that those inside an institution have powerful interests
in maintaining allegiance to the institution standards, we can understand why plagiarism has provoked
such outrage. When plagiarism is understood as a moral problem it will by definition provoke emotional
reactions. Humans also have the capacity to reflect. Reflecting on the circumstances of plagiarism and
asking why could lead to insights about what is a mistake or a misunderstanding of convention and what
is a calculated instance of cheating.

Personal and emotional responses prevail in moral judgments so decisions about plagiarism should not
be handled alone. Those who decide sanctions should not have had the personal involvement of
teaching an accused student. Many universities have office holders and/or committees for this purpose.
Their decisions should be seen to deliver justice and to be ethical; unfortunately, this is not always the
case. Judgments and penalties made about claims of student plagiarism demonstrate great variation of
standards. Decision makers bring their own dispositions to judgments, for example, their level of moral
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development, their understanding of morality and convention, whether they focus on justice or care, their
capacity to listen and understand, and their cognitive ability.

With regard to plagiarism, the aim of this paper was not to argue for another metaphor, as in the morals
metaphor, rather it was to deal with the reality that plagiarism is often defined this way but rarely is the
impact discussed. If plagiarism is seen as a breach of convention, students who plagiarise are likely to
be seen as in need of education; on the other hand, when plagiarism is positioned as a moral problem
(see the rhetoric of some university texts), transgressors are vulnerable to being judged and penalised
from an emotional reaction. This raises questions about the interests and approaches taken by those
who are making judgments. Whose interests do they take into account? Do they assume their own
convictions to be universal? Do they try to apply justice, or do they prioritise care? There is a need for
further research to find out how universities actually judge instances of plagiarism and academic
dishonesty and whether these judgments are consistent. Clearly, judging plagiarism as academic
dishonesty has implications for students and their universities.
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Reflections
In the previous chapter, I raised questions about how to make decisions about
plagiarism. This led to the research for the paper, “Judging plagiarism: A problem of
morality and convention”. I concluded that plagiarism is not always judged in a
consistent way, and that different interests are brought to decisions, but I concluded
without solutions and even more research questions. In this section, I take advantage
of hindsight to discuss what I did not include, what other approaches I could have
taken, and what was denigrated and what was lauded by the reviewers (as per
Richardson’s (2000) guidelines). If I were to rewrite the paper, I would broaden the
discussion by including Habermas’s (1990) theory of morality.

Communicative action and discourse ethics
Habermas’s theory of morality does not contradict the interpretations of my paper, but
his explanation of norms and universal principles brings another perspective to the
discussion (Canon Two). In his text Moral consciousness and communicative action
(1990), Habermas uses the theory of discourse ethics – a systematic means to
defend and test moral positions - to analyse the logic of Kohlberg’s theory of moral
development and to deal with its critics. Habermas’s theory of discourse ethics tests
any claims to moral principles on the universalisation principle and the principle of
discourse ethics. For the universalisation principle (Habermas, 1990, p. 120), a norm
is valid if following it means that the people affected by this would freely accept the
effects and consequences. This approach connects with Kant’s philosophy of
concern for human behaviour. Habermas argues that Kant’s universalisation principle
is not enough and that communication is also needed for all those affected (Edgar,
2006, p. 45). According to the principle of discourse ethics (Habermas, 1990, p. 121),
a valid norm would be approved by everyone who participates in “a practical
discourse”.
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In practice, an argument which presupposes an existing moral position would,
in its attempts to discredit that position, demonstrate the very existence of that which
is being denied. In the paper I point out that Turiel et al. (1991) do exactly this when
they argue that the reasons for differing attitudes to what is moral are cultural, yet for
their moral domain, morals are “as natural laws”. If, on the other hand, there is no
presupposition and thus no contradiction in an argument, it could be accepted as
universally valid. Habermas tests Kohlberg’s model and finds that it is not just about
standards or values specific to a particular culture; it is contingent on universal
validity. Furthermore, Kohlberg’s notion of justice, even if not the content he uses,
aims to define what is morally valid and so can be determined as generalisable.
In my paper, I make the case for the importance of culture in determining
moral standards. Habermas defends Kohlberg against critics, such as Turiel (1983),
who say that different cultures have different concepts of morality. While there is
variation in contents (of Kohlberg’s dilemmas), Habermas claims that the normative
validity of moral judgment is dependant on moral discourse, and the validity of a
moral judgment can be established through argument (Edgar, 2006, p. 46). To me
these points seem circular, but Habermas argues that this is their strength because
they are interdependent, the elements fit together – they are a coherent whole. He
also argues that rather than testing Kohlberg’s theories with empirical research, the
theories could be understood as reliable if any of their resulting descriptions could “be
integrated into a relatively reliable map” (Habermas, 1990, p. 118).
One of the conceptual issues in writing the paper was the slippery balance in
deciding when and if academic misconduct was a matter of breaking rules or a matter
of morality. From a hermeneutic approach, culture, the environment, the context, and
the lived experience are what make up human knowledge and understanding, so
morality can be just a matter of relativism, and cheating is just breaking the (social)
rules. Turiel with his focus on understandings of morality being culturally based could
be accused of relativism. Kohlberg, on the other hand, argues that morality is
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universal and developmental, so cheating is not just a cultural problem. For
Habermas, moral judgments are not just a subjective decision; they are justified
through argument. His communicative action approach and discourse ethics provide
a means to analyse discourse around moral judgments by acknowledging and
explaining moral competence.
While I argued that making decisions about moral issues is both emotional
and cognitive because to ‘know’ that something is right or wrong is to feel that it is
right or wrong, Habermas argues that “moral-practical issues” are actually reasoned,
and “[m]oral judgments have cognitive content” (1990, p. 120). According to
Habermas, they are not just about emotions or preferences; the ability to distinguish
between right and wrong is cognitively based. And yet there is the sense in the theory
of communicative action that morality is also intuitive, because as social actors our
role is to articulate what we already know, to use our integrity to achieve an ideal
social interaction. I use findings from neuroscience to make the claim that moral
decisions are both emotionally and cognitively demanding. Habermas uses logic to
explain that the cognitive structures that lead to moral development are “outcomes of
a creative reorganization of an existing cognitive inventory that is inadequate to the
task of handling certain persistent problems” (p. 125). In other words, we are wired to
be morally competent.
At the same time, Habermas argues that while it is related to maturity, moral
development is not simply an inbuilt maturation nor is it only environmental
processes. A person in isolation, without communications which provide opportunities
for moral development, would not naturally become moral. In appropriate situations,
humans learn to be moral because they learn from others the moral principles that
are universally accepted as being part of the human condition.
Habermas, in linking the stages of morality with maturity, gives the example of
an adolescent who in moving beyond simply accepting the legitimacy of the
normative guides must deal with dismantling these comfortable rules of right and
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wrong. This provides an insight for an unexamined situation that I presented in my
paper. I lamented that, in the cases where student dishonesty increased with
academic level, “university education undermines moral development” (p. 74). In the
light of Habermas’s explanation, I have reflected on this. I imagine a student like Sue
(see Chapter Four) coming to university and bringing a particular moral view with
which she is comfortable. If this view is challenged, she must reconstruct the basic
concepts underpinning her normative regulations. Before this takes place, she
questions what she had once accepted as unproblematic. The world is no longer
straightforward – even the communicative practices of her everyday life are not
straightforward. Her world falls apart before it is rebuilt again. If she is to build her
world at a higher level, she will move “from norm-guided action to norm-testing
discourse” (Habermas, 1990, p. 127). The cognitive maturity required to test how and
why such norms work is linked in Kohlberg’s model to the development of moral
concepts. So while a student is developing her cognitive maturity, she is reviewing
what is right and wrong, and her decision to cheat or not is no longer the simple
decision it was at high school. Unsurprisingly, some students will be more likely to
cheat if they see adherence to the regulations of academic integrity as following rules
without question, and as I pointed out, some will be “cynical about the conventions of
plagiarism” (p. 206).
One way of articulating moral understanding is through the making of
judgments of moral dilemmas. The “normatively regulated actions” (Habermas, 1990,
p. 164) of social relations are implicitly ethical, and rights and duties are ethically
bound with behaviour expectations. Only when people judge transgressions of these
do they become aware of the moral elements, and only then do they look to what the
rules and principles might be, expecting answers to questions to already be there in
the “lifeworld”. Thus the world in which we live provides the context for the
universality of morality, because we communicate the justifications for moral
judgments (Habermas, 1990, p. 135).
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One theory that did help me to gain understanding of the discourse around
student misconduct was Foucault’s explanation of interests. In the paper, I argue that
lecturers and students are operating under different interests; lecturers gain by
maintaining the university’s standards, while students could have interests elsewhere.
This approach was more satisfying than Habermas’s dismissive review of interests
through strategic action. He states that participants will use a range of underhanded
means to influence “opponents” and that “[t]he degree of cooperation and the stability
is determined by the interest of the participants” (1990, p. 134). Even when he
discusses power and the interests of groups and individuals in a reply to criticism,
Habermas (1991, p. 246) limits the conversation to impediments and impositions
which reduce consensus. His concern is in exploring consensus and the possibility of
ideal communication, while Foucault explores conflict, power and how power could
be dismantled.
There are different definitions of “interests”. Habermas’s view of interests
does not reveal much about why people strategise, beyond obvious competition to
get the best for themselves, even if it is at another’s expense. Foucault’s description
of interests explaining adherence to standards also helps to explain why breaking
standards is confused with immoral behaviour. Another version of ‘interests’ is in
competing interests, when an individual must decide what action to implement; for
example, a person might not want to be a cheat and might claim to be honest, but the
competing interest of avoiding failure or social exclusion is stronger than avoiding
cheating. In Chapter Four, the students Lola and Tureg explain what they see as
extenuating circumstances for cheating.
Seeking liberation through consensus in communication is at the core of the
potential in human interaction, according to Habermas, but individual interests reduce
opportunity for consensus. The universality claim for this argument could be
dismissed as just an ideal, but that does not preclude it from remaining as the
possibility inherent in human communication. As I concluded: “Humans are
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programmed to care about morality and justice – their survival depends on it” (p.
216).

The writing
Writing this paper was a terrible slog through the deep sludge of moral theory. The
published version, being much revised and reduced, did not include discussion about
taking a case based approach to making moral judgments and decisions (Canons
Two and Five). This approach could inform decision makers trying to set up the
means to make consistent decisions in a university. It reduces the imposition of rules
over humans and allows for consensus. An example of this is the “Commission on
Using Human Subjects”, which despite not being able to specify abstract principles,
was able make moral judgments on specific cases (Rest et al, 1999, p. 24).
Beauchamp and Childress (1994) explain that in case-based decision making, it is
the community, rather than the individual, which is effective in decision making. Such
decisions are based on useful principles – the commonsense standards of a
community, which Habermas (1990) might describe as the normative regulations of
the lifeworld. In case-based decisions, the “principles, norms, and analyses of cases
are examined for their logical coherence and fit with moral experience” (Rest et al.
1999, p 26).
The social and moral philosophers: Kohlberg, Gilligan, Foucault, Kant and
Wittgenstein, whose arguments served the purposes of my paper, were of interest to
Habermas when he wrote Moral consciousness and communicative action (1990).
The struggle in writing my paper was not just in understanding the claims and
analyses of these philosophers’ thinking, I was also concerned not to misinterpret
these and not to be expedient in what I chose to write about. Wittgenstein, for
example, presented a particular struggle with what seemed to me to be contradictions
and tangles. I speculate that Gadamer (1976) would advise vigilance in adhering to
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the original meaning of the cited text; Ricoeur (1981) would incite me to be cynical
about the authorial intention, and Habermas (1981) would advise judging the value of
the statements for their rationality and emancipatory impact.
Another problem was when an elegant solution was undermined by its flawed
deduction. Initially, I was delighted by Turiel et al’s (1991) separation of issues into
moral, personal and social domains, because it gave me a way of explaining
academic misconduct, but the common sense of this did not stand up to analysis. In
the end, I conveniently concluded that categorising misconduct into breaches of
morality or convention provided an elegant way of making sense of the issue.
What did not seem a problem at the time, but what I now see as a limit, is the
way I used arguments to narrow my knowledge. Constructing an academic text on a
hierarchy of arguments and evidence is a way of structuring and discriminating a
mass of information, but in doing this, writers can blinker their reading. For example, I
argued that Le Heron (2001) should have addressed circumstances such as
“increased class size, lack of personal contact and increased financial pressure”, and
I criticised her for focussing “on ways to reduce chances for students to get away with
cheating”. Recently, I re-read this paper and was impressed by the creative, well
organised assessment project described by Le Heron. With a revised purpose of
reading to find assessment tasks, I brought different judgments to the reading of the
text.
In my paper, the tone is formal and I take an objective stance. My aim was to
explain complicated concepts in a straightforward way so that meaning was
communicated. I was influenced by the discourse of the source materials, and the
tone of my writing became formal (Canon Eight). In the body of the paper, my voice is
not always evident in the arguments. This resonates with Ivanic’s (1998, p. 189)
analysis of voice and identity in writing, when she describes one student writer as
constructing “her identity through assimilation both of the ideas and of the voices of
the authors of her source texts”. Consider the following sentence picked at random:
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“Although Kohlberg’s levels of morality are claimed to be universally applicable,
complications arise if they are used to explain student cheating behaviours in a
multicultural university” (p. 204). This sentence avoids an agent, or naming actors
(who is doing the claiming, the using and the explaining?), and instead uses passives
and a hypothetical. By the conclusion of the paper my voice is stronger; I am more
assured about the points I want to delineate, and my summary arguments are more
direct and authoritative: “sometimes students knowingly plagiarise…Humans are
programmed to care about morality and justice” (p. 216). In the final paragraph, by
raising new questions and stating the need for further research, I have made it clear
that this paper is an exploration and is not the definitive answer to the problem of
judging the presence of moral issues in cheating.
A further style indicator is the lack of first person; I did not use ‘I’ at all. This
contrasts with the papers in the earlier chapters of this thesis. While this was not a
consciously calculated decision, there are explanations. Firstly, as stated earlier I was
influenced by the source texts. I was reading texts of particular genres: moral
philosophy in which claims are attempting to be appreciated as generalisable, and
psychology papers in which the feelings of the researcher are subsumed to the
research itself. Another reason was to sound objective, or to play the game of being
objective and so protect myself as an academic writer (see Gergen, 1994). An
example of this is when I write about what I have understood from Wittgenstein.
Rather than writing, “Meaning making could be what is universal rather than any
principles of morality and ethics” (p.210), I could have said that I was unsure of
Wittgenstein’s thesis, and while this would have been more honest, I consciously
avoided such declarations, because I saw them as undermining my authorial voice.
Ivanic and Camps (2001, p. 5) argue that “there is no such thing as “impersonal”
writing because writers convey messages about themselves”. Writers choose to
represent themselves in particular ways, for example avoiding placing themselves as
agents of an opinion, and they do this within the range of resources available to them.
225

The paper received surprisingly different reviews (Canon Two), one of these
particularly damning. The following review extracts were from different journals of
similar standing, each reviewing the same version of the paper. Review 1 is from an
American journal, Review 2 has an Australian editor; the nationalities of the reviewers
are unknown.
Review 1
…I am still finding the essay infuriating to read, written in a way that
undermines comprehension at every turn…The author has no sense of how to
make a sentence land on its main point. Some of the writing borders on
incoherence: first page: "a lecturer put his entire class on a charge of
academic misconduct." How do you put someone on a charge? (I don’t
mean to be fussy, but that’s really not great.)…
Here’s another confusing sentence: ‘the concept of moral decision
being a matter of development is based on the notion that there are universal
principles, which some people and some groups of people are able to apply in
more or less sophisticated ways, no matter their culture or nationality." He
then cites levels of morality: selfishness; awareness of prohibitions;
awareness of principles of justice. So he’s saying that universally people
develop in these ways. But then he talks about cultures in which such
hierarchies apparently do not apply. And even among the cultures that are in
the loop, only some people are able to apply the correct morality.
A substantive point: He says that students prioritize success, that they
go to college to get through it and graduate, whereas faculty are invested in
the college’s standards. But don’t faculty prioritize success as well? If not
more? Don’t we teach students to prioritize success? …
Review 2
This is an excellent example of a high quality academic article. The topic of
the article is relevant for the journal and crucially important for its readers. The
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author discusses a difficult topic in a well-structured manner taking into
account different and relevant aspects of the topic of plagiarism. The author
has the rare ability to discuss complex issues in a clear way...

Obviously, I prefer the second review, and while I could defend my writing
against the attacks of the first reviewer, I do appreciate that the paper could be better
written (Canon Eight). Another way I could present the ideas would be to narrate
cases based on relevant concepts. In order to cover the topic of analysing the making
of judgments on plagiarism as a moral issue, these concepts would cover:


Plagiarising when it’s cheating



Plagiarising when it’s cultural misunderstanding / breaking the rules



Cheating as a moral issue



Judging plagiarism from a justice perspective



Judging plagiarism from a care perspective



The role of reason in judging academic misconduct



The role of emotion in judging academic misconduct



Analysing attitudes to making judgments about plagiarism

In the previous chapter, I concluded that there were ‘limits’ to the viability of
critical pedagogy. In this chapter, I moved away from a critical pedagogy analysis of
power and academic culture, to take on an exploration of the complexities of decision
making about plagiarism. I use a hermeneutic approach in trying to understand the
problem of plagiarism, but I take a different approach when confronted with the need
to argue for universal standards of moral judgments. Although I do not refer to
Habermas in the paper, “Judging plagiarism: A problem of morality and convention”,
his communicative action methodology and discourse ethics provided a way for me to
reconcile the confrontation of relativism and universality.
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Writing this paper clarified my conviction that in judging plagiarism, convention
and morality need to be distinguished. Furthermore, it is not just a student problem,
so universities need to take responsibility for creating contexts conducive to
academic integrity.
In the next chapter, I return to the problem of plagiarism in academic culture.
With an interest in promoting academic integrity, I focus on what is happening or not
happening at one university. I am not a disinterested observer, I am concerned about
the practices at the university where I have an interest in promoting an environment
conducive to academic integrity and learning.
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Chapter Eight: Analysis of integrating
academic integrity

In this chapter, I explain some of the contexts for the paper, “Aligning policy and
practice: An approach to integrating academic integrity”. Following the paper, I
analyse and interpret the text using hermeneutic canons, from which I focus in
particular on emancipatory actions.
My research into the literature and the concepts around plagiarism indicates
that plagiarism is not a problem that students have created; it is a problem embedded
in academic culture. In the previous chapter, I argued that rather than focusing on the
characteristics of students who are disposed to cheating as a means of reducing or
clarifying the problem, the way to deal with plagiarism and cheating is to work within
university culture. To this end, I have engaged in teaching and learning projects to
promote academic integrity and even change practices. Nentwick (2009) points out
that an obstacle to such change is the reluctance of discipline based academics to
teach the skills of academic writing in their courses. Rather than disengaging from
this issue, I envision emancipatory action in aligning teaching practices with learning
needs. I perceive that academic integrity is a whole of university concern and more
than strategising so that students are compliant. This chapter is an analysis of this
whole of university concern, and how the concepts of academic integrity are enacted
and communicated.
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Contexts
The university context
This research is set in my workplace, an Australian university. The University was
established in 1964 to serve the community and to cater for an area previously
without a university. As the introduction to the University’s Curriculum Review and
Renewal (Curriculum White Paper, 2009, p. 3) states, the University “was established
as a distinctly teaching focussed and egalitarian university”. Originally one campus in
a flat, industrial outer suburb, the University was built on reclaimed swamp land,
surrounded by factories and public housing. Today, in addition to this campus with its
modern buildings surrounded by a moat and sprawled across landscaped indigenous
gardens, there are smaller regional campuses and programs offshore.
Major changes in teaching and learning are underway. The acceptance of the
Curriculum Review and Renewal programme (Curriculum White Paper, 2009) with its
focus on student learning - “our approach to curriculum design and teaching must be
based on the best research and evidence about student learning and student
engagement” (p. 3) - demonstrates institutional support to improve the student
learning experience. By contrast, in 2003, Chanock, East and Maxwell argued, that at
that time, universities put less value on student learning than on lecturers’ practices,
and that students were on the bottom of the hierarchy. Today, the aims of the
Curriculum Review and Renewal are that “best practice… must also be adopted and
supported systematically so that all students benefit” (p.3). One of the drivers of this
change to promote learning opportunities is the Australian Government’s acceptance
of the Review of Australian Higher Education (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent & Scales,
2008) which proposed that funding be linked to student demand, and to increased
access and completion by non-traditional students, which includes those who are
geographically, economically and educationally disadvantaged.
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In addition to renewing their teaching and redesigning curriculum, lecturers at
this university have other challenges in what and how they teach. Diversity is
increasing, and as Hofstede (1986) argues cultural diversity can result in a mismatch
of expectations between students and teachers. The lecturers at this university are
advised to update their “knowledge of the cultural and education systems” of their
students and colleagues, that “it is important to anticipate and plan for controversy” in
the classroom, and that their “own taken-for-granted assumptions may lead them to
unwittingly privilege one side of a disputed matter or to fail to recognise that a
difference of opinion exists” (Cultural Diversity and Inclusive Practice Toolkit, 2008).
In this university, I have advocated for changes in how plagiarism is dealt
with. The film of students talking about plagiarism, which was interpreted in Chapter
Four is an example of a resource I developed to promote communication and
understanding between students and staff. The aim of the paper in this chapter is to
support change and increase understanding.

Context of academic integrity in Australian universities
Despite all the work put into writing policies to reduce academic misconduct, all the
writing of guidelines for how to acknowledge, and all the declarations of how
academic integrity is valued, few Australian universities could say with confidence
that they have a holistic, integrated approach to dealing with academic misconduct
and promoting academic integrity.
It takes more than rhetoric to implement academic integrity in a university. An
academic integrity approach involves more than putting a new label on an academic
misconduct policy, and more than having a statement of values. Certainly, a
statement of values is more appealing than punitive approaches, and more
encouraging of communication than edicts which, for example, tell students “they are
not allowed to cheat or plagiarize” (Horacek, 2009, p. 5). In the paper below, I
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compare the concept of academic integrity in Australia with that of North America,
where the rhetoric is more likely to have a stronger focus on ‘values’.
Beyond plagiarism, academic integrity also encompasses the values that a
university exemplifies in other ways that it deals with its community. For example,
how does a university manage entry selection? Earlier it was pointed out that in
Australia, funding for universities will be linked to student demand. In meeting this
demand, a university with integrity would actually support those students who are
given entry, and it would ensure that those who enter have the requisite language
and educational levels needed to complete their studies. In the context of North
America, these issues of integrity are discussed by Bertram Gallant (2011), who
argues that “inattention to academic selection” demonstrates lack of integrity and is a
form of corruption (p. 48). While beyond the scope of the current thesis, rhetorical
evidence suggests that Australian universities would have no greater claim to
integrity in this area.
The Australian university under review in this chapter can make claim to
supporting academic integrity in some ways. It has a statement of values in its policy
and emphasises honesty in its academic integrity definition (Academic Integrity and
Avoiding Plagiarism, 2010). But there is more to the story than this. From a distance,
one can imagine a neat world of resources, tools and policy taking care of the
problem of student academic misconduct, but integrating policy and practice is not a
given. Staff and students require impetus to be aware of their responsibilities as
identified in an academic integrity policy, and processes are required if this is not to
be ad hoc. The “Plagiarism Road Map” (2005) from the UK shows that, in addition to
a good policy, a university needs ways to actually implement policy, and then to
review and evaluate its effectiveness. The Road Map has \ questions about practices
which would indicate whether or not policy is likely to be implemented, for example:
 Is there a named person responsible for enhancing and improving the institutions
response to plagiarism? (p. 12)
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 Are the mechanisms chosen for conveying information to staff the most likely to
be effective? (p. 13)
 Are the procedures in place designed to ensure criteria are applied consistently
across the institution? (p. 18)
 Is a named person responsible for ensuring that staff have the appropriate
knowledge and skills? (p. 26)

Responding in the affirmative to these questions would indicate top down
systematic support for implementation of academic integrity. A whole of university
approach would be demonstrated through support at a number of levels. In keeping
with a communicative action approach, the discourse would be about achieving
understanding between students and staff about perspectives and expectations.
Figure 8.1 below shows a model of the key areas that need to be aligned.
Figure 8.1 Communicating Academic Integrity

In the paper, “Aligning policy and practice: An approach to integrating
academic integrity” (East, 2009) I explain these areas and analyse how they function
in one Australian university. This paper is presented in the next section of this
chapter.
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Aligning policy and practice: An approach to integrating
academic integrity
This paper reports on the implementation of academic integrity at an
Australian university. This university has a well-written policy detailing
values and actions to discourage academic misconduct, but it could align
policy and practices for an integrated approach to educating about
academic integrity and it could review how alleged instances of plagiarism
are handled. This paper describes holistic approaches to academic
integrity, and explains how constructive alignment could be used to
cultivate a learning environment where there is consistency in dealing with
plagiarism. The need to monitor practices and strategies for dealing with
academic misconduct is also discussed. For convenience, a checklist of
practices supporting an aligned approach to implementing academic
integrity has been included. This paper is written for educational
developers, student learning advisers, those who have an interest in
teaching and learning practices, and those who are concerned about
managing risk.
Key Words: academic integrity, academic misconduct, plagiarism,
aligned, constructive alignment

1. Introduction
Some universities do it well, some do it badly, and some do not even know they are not doing it. This is
the story of one Australian university’s approach to implementing academic integrity. Academic
misconduct is a concern in all Australian universities, and some now claim they take an “academic
integrity” approach and state their support for honesty in academic endeavour. The rhetoric in recent
years may have moved from penalising plagiarism to promoting academic integrity, but plagiarism is still
11

Source the original for correct page numbers
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seen as something that students do, hence the responsibility for the transgression still lies largely with
students. Much of the Australian literature positions plagiarism as a matter of ignorance of rules and
guidelines or cheating (Fielden & Joyce, 2008) – students are either ignorant or dishonest. Just as
students have been blamed for increases in plagiarism (Robillard & Howard, 2008), so they carry the
burden of upholding academic integrity. Unlike the U.K. (see Tennant, Rowell, & Duggan (2007), the
AMBeR Project), Australian universities have not been called on to account for increased reports of
student plagiarism, nor have they had to demonstrate that they have created contexts conducive to
academic integrity. When a university makes public declarations against student plagiarism and
academic misconduct, and makes it clear that it is students who should uphold academic integrity, the
university is giving a message to students that they are responsible for the transgressions (Howard,
1995, p. 797). This communication is inadequate for sustaining an environment which fosters academic
integrity. This paper considers academic integrity to be more than a matter of student behaviour, and it
argues for the problem of plagiarism and cheating to be dealt with as a whole of institution concern,
where teaching practices, texts, advice, assessments and penalty process are aligned. Rather than a
simple approach of informing students that a policy exists and then penalising, or ignoring those who get
it wrong or do not meet expectations, a whole of university approach would be multi-pronged and
systematic. Such an approach would not only mean the presence of a policy which details
responsibilities, it would also mean taking action to apply policy.

Academic integrity can be understood as promoting an honest community, which has been the
emphasis in North America where a moral tone pervades university communications about plagiarism.
Exemplifying this is honor codes12, in which students declare allegiance to the moral standards of their
college and can even be the guardians of these standards. While reported as being successful in some
North American universities (McCabe & Pavela, 2005), this approach has not been taken up in
Australia. For the Australian context, academic integrity could be understood as an approach in which
universities not only expect honesty, they also expect and deliver integrity of standards, as in being ‘true

12

For a bibliography, see Rebecca Moore Howard’s (2007) web page. Note that Donald McCabe is
frequently cited.
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to one’s word”. Thus a university which demands academic honesty in student work would also be
teaching students how to meet its high standards of academic work and demonstrating high standards
in dealing with academic misconduct.

This paper briefly reviews the circumstances of student academic misconduct, and focuses on one
Australian university to demonstrate the current situation. This university has an academic misconduct
policy (Academic Misconduct Policy, 200713) and also has a web page for students defining its academic
integrity approach (Academic Integrity and Avoiding Plagiarism, 2008). In addition to approaches taken
at some other Australian universities, the paper presents guidelines from the U.K. As part of an aligned
approach to integrating academic integrity, the paper recommends that this Australian university align
practices, actions and student learning outcomes with its Academic Misconduct Policy. Finally, the
paper presents ways to monitor such practices and reflect on their effectiveness. A checklist of practices
supporting an aligned approach to implementing academic integrity has been tabled in the appendix.

Underpinning this review is the premise that a well-developed policy is only one part of the process,
furthermore, unless a university takes an aligned approach to promoting and supporting academic
integrity there will not be consistency in dealing with plagiarism, and without consistency students are
likely to be cynical of university practice and fearful of punishment.

2. Context for student academic misconduct
This paper, while aware of staff and researcher plagiarism (Bretag & Carapiet, 2007), limits its focus to
student plagiarism and cheating. Staff plagiarism has been less popular as a research topic, although it
has attracted attention from the popular press. Perhaps the controversial nature of reporting on
colleagues has led to a self censorship within academe. Less controversial is reporting on students’ lack

13

In 2010 the University replaced its Academic Misconduct Policy with an Academic Integrity Policy
(2009). The new policy retains much of the wording of the former policy, but has changed its
formatting so that sections are now more clearly presented in separate documents. The new policy
includes definitions and has separate Guidelines and Procedures documents, but no longer has a flow
chart of procedures.
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of compliance. It is accepted that students are supposed to follow the rules, and because they are low in
the university hierarchy, students are vulnerable to reprimand if they break the rules. Staff can be
confronted and frustrated by student plagiarism when it is taken as a challenge to the maintenance of
university standards (Evans, 2006). On the other hand, writers about plagiarism, such as Buranen and
Roy (1999), Howard (2000), and Howard and Robillard (2008), critique the educational contexts where
accusations and confusions take place. Howard (2000, p. 475) writes that the term plagiarism is used
against students and ‘supports the worst sort of liberal-culture gatekeeping, maintaining false
distinctions between high and low literacy.” This critical approach, which challenges university attitudes
and practices, contrasts with other literature published at this time which focused on the shame of
plagiarism (see McCabe & Drinan, 1999; Hunt, 2002; and the University of Alberta, 200914). In the U.S.,
the focus on plagiarism as exemplifying unethical behaviour remains productive (Henderson, 2007).
Another category of the literature on plagiarism is about educating students and helping students to
avoid plagiarism (Carroll, 2002; McGowan, 2005). Building on this concern for student welfare, some
writers argue that rather than just educating students, it is also teaching that needs to change (see
Belcher & Hirvela, 2001; Cadman, 2003; East, 2006).

Student plagiarism and misconduct happens in context. While some research seeks to understand
student plagiarism by analysing it as an outcome of student disposition, this paper argues that a focus
on plagiarism as a construct of academic culture better supports academic integrity. Robillard (2008, p.
30) argues that: “Devoting pedagogical attention to understanding the reasons students plagiarize is a
futile undertaking.” Furthermore, despite all the literature on student plagiarism, there is no clear picture
of the student plagiarist. No photo kit is available, and no descriptions of likely suspects are available for
vigilant teachers on the lookout. Research into who is most likely to cheat or plagiarise shows great
variation, with no one type of person standing out as being the most likely (Lambert, Hogan, & Barton,
2003; Park, 2003). We do not know who is likely to plagiarise or cheat, but we do know that it happens.
Another problem in determining who has plagiarised is in distinguishing practices. What one person

14

For a collection of references about plagiarism as cheating and how to combat student plagiarism, see
the University of Alberta (2009).
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labels transgression, another could ignore or see as unimportant (East, 2005). Park (2004) details some
of the confusions around definitions of plagiarism, for example how much copying amounts to plagiarism
and whether it was intended.

Typically, definitions of academic integrity use terms such as honesty, respect, and being trustworthy as
standards for behaviour. This appeals to universal understandings of morality (Kholberg, 1981).
Students who are ignorant or who have not mastered conventions of academic acknowledgment do not
have low levels of morality, nor have they breached academic integrity. Universities which are honest,
respectful and trustworthy would penalise students who breach academic integrity and support students
to learn the conventions of academic integrity.

Given that student characteristics are a poor predictor of academic misconduct, this paper focuses on
the environment and considers actions that promote academic integrity. In particular, one university is
considered as a case study. This prevents broad generalisations which can sound reasonable from a
distance: up close and under scrutiny is when the problems and flaws of practices are revealed.

3. One university as a case study
The university under focus is relatively young, having been established in the second half of last
century. It has a vision of delivering ‘socially responsive and inclusive […] learning, teaching and
research” (Our Vision, 2008), but like all Australian universities, it is responsive to market forces and
competes for its primary source of funding from enrolments. International student fees are an important
source of revenue, and international students make up 16% of the onshore student population of about
24,000. The current management is seeking to enhance reputation and reduce debt through
redundancies, and teaching and administration departments are facing review and restructure. In this
climate, there are opportunities to review practices, but it is not surprising that some projects are
prioritised and some policy responsibilities are not fully enacted. At the time of writing there was no
person responsible for integrating academic integrity across the University.
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The University has a clearly written policy which defines plagiarism, states its values and supports
academic integrity. It also gives examples of misconduct, lists staff responsibilities, lists student
responsibilities, and specifies activities to ensure these responsibilities are undertaken. In addition, the
academic language and learning advisers provide orientation sessions which introduce students to
some of the conventions of academic culture, including the need to reference. The advisers have also
developed an academic integrity site, housed on the student learning pages, which provides resources
for students and staff. The site defines academic integrity and gives examples; its links explain
plagiarism and how students can avoid it, what their responsibilities are, and what they can do if
accused of plagiarism. The conventions of acknowledgment are explained, and there are activities and
referencing models. The University uses the Turnitin® text-matching software, and some lecturers allow
students to use Turnitin to check their own work. Currently, Turnitin15 is managed in the Information and
Communications Technology unit which provides technical advice about its use. If plagiarism is
determined to have taken place, an account from the findings of the academic misconduct committee is
recorded for a central database.

The implementation of the University’s policy on academic misconduct could be better integrated. The
policy states that the University will train academic staff in how to teach students to use sources and
avoid plagiarism, but it does not specify who is to provide this education. This meant that up until 2009,
from the time the policy was launched in 2007, training was not available. The policy specifies that textmatching software should be used, but in practice no one in the teaching and learning area has been
designated to advise staff about how best to use the software for educational purposes. A Turnitin report
can reveal chunks of copied text, but an educated decision is required to determine if the text amounts
to plagiarism, or ignorance of academic writing conventions (naïve or otherwise), or a legitimate quote
with referencing details.

15

In 2009, after the current paper was published, Turnitin was moved to the Teaching and Learning
area, and the administrator / developer now delivers training to staff in using this software.
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The policy defines lecturer and student responsibilities, but for these to be taken up they need to be
aligned with teaching practices. Some lecturers might be aware of their responsibilities, but impetus is
needed for staff or students to decide to invest in these responsibilities. The Academic Misconduct
Policy provides the worthwhile direction that:
Students will be advised on effective methods of academic writing, particularly the
requirements in quoting, summarising, and paraphrasing the sources they use…
This will form part of first-year training of students in how to analyse issues, think
critically, synthesise ideas, use sources, and incorporate evidence into their written
assignments. (2007, p. 4)
Whether this training takes place and, if it does, whether it is effective should not be assumed.

Reporting processes about cases of academic dishonesty and penalties are clearly specified in the
policy, with Faculty Academic Misconduct Committees and the Academic Misconduct Review
Committee reporting to the Director, Academic Services, who then reports to the University Academic
Committee. Such reporting deals with formally recorded cases of academic misconduct, and ensures
that when academic misconduct has been reported through the proper channels it is recorded and dealt
with according to the guidelines. It does not deal with whether lecturers have taken on their teaching
responsibilities, nor whether these have been effective, nor can it report on cases that have not been
formally dealt with.

The current policy calls for all suspected instances of plagiarism to be reported to Heads of Schools, but
there is no direction for these Heads to receive training or support in making decisions about plagiarism.
Without moderation, these Heads make decisions alone. The University could not verify if a student in
one school would be treated the same way as a student in another school. While the policy does give
guidelines for appropriate penalties for misdemeanours, understanding of what constitutes a serious
offence varies from person to person (cf. Carroll, 2002). The policy defines plagiarism as copying
without “proper acknowledgment”, and gives examples which help support the definition (Academic
Integrity Policy, 2009, p. 1). If every case of copying that was not properly acknowledged were brought
to the Heads of Schools, they would be inundated.
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In discussions with lecturers, this author has become aware that lecturers will deal with suspected cases
of plagiarism and academic misconduct rather than report these to Heads of Schools. There are a
number of likely reasons for this: lecturers fear loss of autonomy in making decisions about their
students’ education; lecturers lack confidence in the Head’s ability to penalise cheating or to initiate
education for poor student practice; and lecturers may not be aware of or be bothered with the
sometimes taxing administrative requirements to report. Research from the U.S. confirms that this
reaction is not limited to this University. In a review of large scale studies of U. S. colleges, McCabe is
reported as finding that “faculty members prefer to ignore university academic integrity policy and handle
cheating incidents on their own” (McCabe, 2003, as cited in Henderson, 2007, p. 46). The reasons for
this include “following appropriate action requires too much time and effort … the penalties determined
by the campus judiciary are often inappropriately too harsh or too lenient …” (p. 46). Henderson found
that some lecturers use a student’s plagiarism as an opportunity to teach the conventions of
acknowledgment, which she labels ‘the teachable moment” (p. 130). Whether or not disregard of policy
is well-intentioned, if there is a mismatch between policy and practice, a university is vulnerable to
accusations of inconsistency, unfair treatment of students and ignorance.

No doubt, all universities have practices which could be improved on. How many universities could give
positive ticks and answer “when” and “how” to the checks in the simple “Checklist for an aligned
approach to implementing academic integrity” in the appendix? The next section discusses models and
guidelines for implementing academic integrity, with a particular focus on holistic approaches.

4. Approaches to implementing academic integrity
Understanding how to avoid plagiarism is not just a student problem, staff also need support and
education to teach students. Some lecturers may not have experienced the explicit teaching of
acknowledgment skills when they were students, some may not have learnt how to teach such
academic skills in their professional education, and some, having become acculturated into academic
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culture and their discipline (East, 2006), may not be conscious of all the skills that students need to
master in order to successfully construct an academic text. Strategies to redress this could include faceto-face and online workshops. Registration in these could be tied to professional development to ensure
that staff take advantage of such workshops. Also useful would be models and teaching examples which
can be adapted, and guides which are available when staff need them (see Twomey, White, &
Sagendorf, 2009). Presenting information in an appealing way is strategic. At Swinburne University,
workshops to explain the university’s approach to dealing with plagiarism were knowingly titled “Quick
Fix” workshops (Devlin, 2006, p. 51).

From a learning perspective, the development of citation skills takes time and practice and requires
explanation, guidance and modelling. Formative assessment can be a means for students to learn how
to avoid plagiarism, attribute sources and use quotations to provide evidence. While explanations about
the problem of plagiarism and models of good practice can be accessed on websites and through class
activities, without the impetus of assessment, students would be unlikely to use these sources. In fact,
for most people, the need to acknowledge sources only happens when they make texts for assessment
because this is when they have an audience. Students are alert to assessment, and feedback from
assessment is a powerful teaching strategy (Biggs & Tang, 2007, p. 97). Tasks set early in a course can
be diagnostic – revealing what students do not know and need to learn – and are an opportunity for
feedback which students can actually respond to.

The University of Adelaide’s educational development for staff and students highlights the role of
evidence-based research in academic writing so that students understand the purpose of using
references rather than focussing on avoiding plagiarism (McGowan, 2007, 2008). This sends a message
that the University promotes learning rather than punishing its students. Bertram Gallant (2007, p. 108)
in her review of the literature suggests that an educational approach has more impact on students than
do statements about cheating (see also Twomey et al., 2009). Nevertheless, a survey of University of
Adelaide staff about use of Turnitin revealed that staff wanted more training in its use, and that existing
resources about avoiding plagiarism needed to be better promoted (Crisp, 2007).
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Some Australian universities in implementing academic integrity have taken a comprehensive approach,
which involves education, detection, and explicit designation of responsibility and accountability. These
universities have an office assigned to deal with issues of academic integrity, and they not only allocate
time for academic staff to deal with suspected instances of academic misconduct, they also provide staff
development and support for staff who have taken on the role of academic integrity officers. The
University of Newcastle, in reaction to a public outing of poor handling of student plagiarism,
investigated ways to avoid further instances of academic misconduct and became a leader in setting
standards for academic integrity. The University of Newcastle (2008) has comprehensive resources and
staff development, a central register for student breaches of academic conduct, and a group of Student
Academic Conduct Officers (appointed by Heads of Schools). Similarly, as part of its academic integrity
approach, the University of South Australia (2008) has Academic Integrity Officers. They have a central
coordinator and a comprehensive program of moderation, support and a discussion forum.

Macdonald and Carroll (2007, p. 235) argue that universities and those discussing the problems of
plagiarism have not always recognised that “plagiarism is a complex problem”, and to counter simple
fixes, they propose a “holistic” approach. Proceedings from the Australia Pacific Conferences on
Educational Integrity (APFEI, 2008) indicate that there is much discussion about the complexities of
plagiarism. This is not to say that the way universities have dealt with the issues of plagiarism has
always demonstrated recognition of the complexities. In general, universities in Australia have been
slow to deal with the problems of plagiarism in a concerted and holistic way. In 2003, Devlin reviewed
the holistic approach, and in 2006 she was still writing about the potential for its take up.

Devlin (2006, p. 49) describes the holistic approach promoted at Swinburne University as including a
clear policy, consistent processes for dealing with suspected plagiarism, student guides (hard copy and
e-copy), descriptions of plagiarism which are assignment specific, a focus on assessment, a transition
program, “proactive and strategic use of available student support services” and a central register.
Macdonald and Carroll (2007) would argue that even more is needed for a university to stake claim to a
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holistic approach (see below). A change management consultant advised Swinburne University “… not
to “cherry pick”” and that:
… an integrated, strategic approach that recognises and counters plagiarism at
every level from university policy, through student preparation through the
provision of education and resources and ongoing student support, staff education
of students and assessment design, to the uniform application of appropriate
processes and consequences was recommended. It was emphasised that this was
not to say that all changes had to be made simultaneously, but that they must all
be made. (Devlin 2006, p. 52)

Macdonald and Carroll (2007, pp. 241-243) point out that a holistic approach ensures that staff as well
as students get the message about academic integrity. They argue for a proactive analysis and tracking
of procedures as follows:
Documenting evidence of teaching about academic integrity and conventions
1. Recording when and how students are informed of regulations and responsibilities
2. Recording the ways in which the university promotes academic integrity
3. Ongoing staff development
4. Preventing individual decision making – which leads to inconsistency and unfairness
5. Systematic collection of data on plagiarism and how it is treated
6. Checking for under reporting
Finally, like Devlin they argue for “assessment-led solutions” (p. 243) in which formative assessments
are used to teach students how and why to avoid plagiarism.

In the United Kingdom, much work has been done on developing models and guidelines for
implementing academic integrity and dealing with plagiarism. Jude Carroll, at Oxford Brookes University,
by demonstrating inconsistencies in decision making about plagiarism, provided evidence for the need
to have an efficient system for education and supporting staff who make decisions about plagiarism
(Carroll, 2002; Carroll & Appleton, 2005). Her model of a network of Academic Misconduct Officers was
taken up in Australia by the University of Newcastle and the University of South Australia (see above).
244

Park (2004) described the framework at Lancaster University which has “core pillars” of ‘transparency,
ownership, responsibility, academic integrity, compatibility with the institution’s academic culture, focus
on prevention and deterrence and support for and development of students’ skills” (p. 291). These pillars
would underpin an academic integrity approach, but without a constructive alignment approach to
teaching and learning, and without monitoring, there would be no way of knowing if academic integrity
was really being implemented. With a hierarchy of approaches and penetrating questions, the
“Plagiarism Road Map”, developed in 2005 by the U.K. based Plagiarism Advisory Service, offers a
structured way for universities to gauge where their practices fit on the road to a holistic approach to
plagiarism prevention and detection. A university at the lowest level would not have policies or
documents to deal with plagiarism; beyond this, universities could recognise the need to have such
policies but might not have ways to actually implement policy and then evaluate its effectiveness. At
more holistic levels, universities will have embedded ways of dealing with plagiarism in their teaching
and learning practices, and then universities would evaluate and review policies and practices. The
descriptions of these levels limit the focus to that of plagiarism rather than encompassing broader issues
of academic integrity, however, the “Plagiarism Road Map” also provides reflection questions intended
to provoke discussions conducive to action.

The rest of this paper discusses how academic integrity can be implemented through constructive
alignment which focuses on teaching and learning practices, and how such practices can be reflected
on and monitored.

5. A constructive alignment approach to teaching and learning
The constructive element in the constructive alignment approach refers to a theory of learning which
puts the learner as central to the creating of meaning. Biggs (1996, p. 348) explains that, “learners arrive
at meaning by actively selecting and cumulatively constructing, their own knowledge, through individual
and social activity.” The alignment element refers to a teaching and learning environment in which
activities, assessments and institutional practices are essentially linked or aligned with performances
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and objectives or outcomes (Biggs, 1996; 2002; Biggs & Tang, 2007). At the subject level this is
manifest in student learning outcomes, where assessment matches what is taught and what students
are expected to do; at the course level this is demonstrated in graduate attributes or capabilities; and at
the institutional level the policies, environment and procedures support the student experience. A
university that claims to support students but does not enact its enabling policies, or delivers poor
teaching in overcrowded lecture theatres or does not enable students to meet graduate capabilities does
not have integrity. Academic integrity is integral to constructive alignment because it underpins the
reliability of learning outcomes and graduate capabilities. Implementing academic integrity reduces
opportunities for graduation to be awarded to students who have not constructed their own knowledge,
instead claiming others’ work as their own.

In a constructively aligned course there is a match between what lecturers want to teach and what the
students learn, which can be assessed as outcomes. To develop student learning outcomes, Biggs and
Tang (2007) ask readers to consider:


What do you expect students to know /be able to do?



What do you want them to learn?



What is the best way to get them to learn it?



How can you tell if they have learnt it?

Learning outcomes can also be used to distinguish cheating from lack of mastery of the conventions of
academic citation. Another question to consider when assessing individual work is: “How can you tell if
this student did the work of constructing this assignment?” Aligning what is taught with what is assessed
can demonstrate what students have learnt and that they have not cheated for a particular task.

In a course which is successfully aligned, the students and their teachers perceive there is value in
learning what is being taught. The university under focus provides online resources and voluntary skills
workshops which students can access if they perceive the need. Communication that these resources
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exist is vital, so that staff and students are aware of the resources about academic integrity and
acknowledgment. Initially, however, students may not be motivated to take advantage of these; they can
be unaware that their acknowledgment skills differ from what is expected at university (Emerson, 2008).
Students can also be over-informed about the need to avoid plagiarism (Robillard, 2008) and so lose
interest in finding out how to acknowledge properly. Biggs and Tang (2007, p. 32) argue that one of the
factors that lead students to want to learn at university is that “[i]t has to be important; it must have some
value to the learner.” To many students, skills workshops and online resources are an extra which take
up their limited time, even though these services could be seen as value-adding for a university. In the
current university’s case, if practice were aligned with policy, teaching these skills would not be just an
extra, because the policy states that all first year courses are supposed to inform students about the
University’s position on academic misconduct and how to reference appropriately. Currently, at this
university only one Faculty perceives academic integrity to be valuable enough to be a curriculum
component in a first year mandatory subject.

Talking to students about why acknowledgment and avoiding plagiarism are important is not the same
as teaching students how to acknowledge properly. Nor is providing resources, such as style guides and
exemplars the same as teaching students how to reference and use research-based evidence. Student
academic writers require direction, practice and feedback, and their teachers need to be aware of what
they expect, so that they can direct students to these expectations. A successful outcome from a class
teaching the conventions of acknowledgment would be that students are able to cite to meet graded
criteria. These criteria could range from one annotated text correctly referenced, up to a sophisticated
text in which arguments are supported with a weaving of multiple references (Thompson, 2005). Not just
left to chance: the components of teaching methods, assessment tasks and outcomes would be aligned.
As Biggs (2002, p. 2) said, ‘the learner is ‘trapped”, and cannot escape without learning what is
intended”. What is intended is made explicit in an outcomes based statement. More than a goal, Biggs
and Tang (2007, p. 7) argue that it ‘tells us what, and how well, students are able to do something that
they were unable, or only partially able, to do before teaching.”
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Without documented evidence of teaching about academic integrity and conventions, and without the
recording of when and how students are informed of regulations and responsibilities (see Macdonald
and Carroll (2006) above) the learning of the skills of referencing and textual synthesising of quotations
cannot be assumed to have taken place. Students come to university with their own construction of
knowledge and learning. Students might also have a different understanding of how to use evidence.
Undergraduates are unfamiliar with academic conventions, but postgraduates can also be
unaccustomed to or will not have mastered the conventions. Entry points for new students can be at all
levels, which means lecturers will need to find out through questioning and formative tasks what
students do not know. Informed by this, lecturers can confidently set up outcomes based statements
which are relevant to the students’ existing knowledge base, thus making it possible for all students to
be able to successfully complete the set tasks. If, for example, students are to receive marks for how
well they had discussed the literature, they would need to be able to select, reference and synthesise
sources. Students are penalised if assessments assume competency in skills areas which have not
been taught (Bertram Gallant, 2008, pp. 90-91).

To implement academic integrity, alignment between policy, course development, teaching, learning and
assessment is vital. Just as Biggs claims that outcomes based learning means the learner cannot
escape without learning, so a lecturer would not be able to escape his or her responsibilities as stated in
policy, because implementing these would be integral to the process of constructing a subject and its
assessments, which would be linked to the graduate capabilities of the course and the university. A
further important step is reviewing these practices by monitoring and reflecting on their impact.

6. Monitoring and reflecting
Bertram Gallant (2008) argues that academic integrity is linked with institutional integrity. It is not just a
problem of student behaviour, it is about the processes of the university and how students and staff are
treated and treat each other. Institutional integrity also can be seen to occur when a university can
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provide evidence that its practices and actions support its policy in more than sporadic and anecdotal
ways (MacDonald & Carroll, 2006, p. 242).

Do students know what is expected of them? Are staff aware of their responsibilities? A policy might list
student responsibilities, and a link to the policy can sit in a subject outline but this does not mean that
students have been informed. Registering that students have actually been informed is a check which
has the potential to make transparent the practices which are effective. At a minimum, a check list in
which staff tick when and how they have directed students to their responsibilities, and have taught
certain acknowledgment conventions ensures some teaching coverage has taken place. From this point
of view, reflection provokes analysis of how to be effective, and a survey could be a way to reveal what
students still need to learn.

Where is academic misconduct taking place? Why is this so? What can be done about academic
misconduct from a teaching and learning perspective? Data collection of academic misconduct cases
that have been formally dealt with will indicate some trends, including where most of the misconduct
takes place and in which subjects. What these data do not reveal is why this takes place. Bertram
Gallant (2008, p. 109) suggests “red flags” for instances of academic misconduct occurring in situations
which indicate “corruption of teaching and learning”. These include large classes, increased numbers of
students without increased support, large undergraduate classes with over reliance on undergraduate
teaching assistants, and under reporting of academic misconduct. For universities without staff in the
teaching and learning area assigned to take on academic integrity, there is no qualitative research
asking about the relationship between academic misconduct and teaching.

Are staff making decisions alone? Is decision making consistent? Carroll and Appleton (2001, p. 32)
argue that “having small number of staff in each subject area, who are properly trained and who will
work as a team across the institution” reduces under reporting of academic misconduct and “fast-tracks”
procedures. Staff making decisions about student academic misconduct are not working in isolation and
are connected in a discussion group so they can moderate and monitor their decisions on a regular
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basis. Such practices build awareness across the university and support consistency. Another way to
promote consistency of decision making is to collect and map data from decision makers and lecturers
about how they react to suspected cases of academic misconduct. Feedback of any inconsistencies
supports a call for ways to develop consistent decision making.

Are resources available for staff and students appropriate and effective? Earlier it was reported that the
university under focus has a number of resources available for staff and students. What is not known is
how useful these are. It is not known whether anyone actually uses these materials, or if they do, how
effective they are for teaching and learning about academic integrity and the problem of plagiarism. A
review with focus groups could evaluate the effectiveness of these resources, and incorporating
interaction and discussion on the web site would provide the possibility for ongoing monitoring and
feedback.

The aim of monitoring is to ultimately promote effective practice and to take action on practices that are
not working. This is a process which does not happen by chance. It involves analysing the data on
academic misconduct cases, reviewing and reflecting on practices of teaching academic convention and
promoting academic integrity. The aim is not just to improve student behaviour, it is also to support good
teaching practice and where needed improve student treatment so that all students, no matter what
course they are doing, will receive the same opportunities to learn about the University’s standards of
academic integrity. In addition, students will receive judgments on academic misconduct which can be
defended as fair, just and compassionate. Furthermore, the University would demonstrate integrity in all
the ways it deals with academic misconduct. Without monitoring, reflection, and feedback to support
change, there will be confusion and fear for students.

7. Conclusion
This paper has reviewed how one Australian university is handling student plagiarism and academic
misconduct. The University is on the path to an integrated approach to academic integrity with a clearly
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written policy, but without designates responsible for ensuring that the policy is implemented as part of
teaching and learning, its implementation cannot be assumed.

The paper argues that awareness of what is entailed in academic integrity needs to be built into the
curriculum, and this needs to be documented. The impact of this teaching needs to be measured and
student awareness needs to be assessed, so that teachers can reflect on what more students need to
learn. In order to align student learning outcomes in the curriculum with the University’s policy, teachers
at the university under focus will need to be clear about what students need to know, when and how
they will be taught this and when and how this learning will be demonstrated.

The University’s policy directs that all suspected cases of plagiarism be sent to the Head of School.
Currently, these staff dealing with student plagiarism and academic misconduct are not supported
through training and moderation, and they make decisions alone. Furthermore, the direction to send all
suspected cases of plagiarism to the Head of School has created an environment conducive to under
reporting of plagiarism. Research enquiring into lecturers’ practices when confronted with student
plagiarism could underpin changes in practice and policy to ensure that student plagiarism is
appropriately dealt with.

This paper recommends some of the practices at other Australian universities, and models and
frameworks from the U.K., but does not assume that the policies, teaching practices, assessments and
ways of dealing with academic misconduct at other universities are aligned. Close scrutiny could well
reveal that, with regard to academic integrity, many Australian universities are vulnerable to accusations
of misalignment in policies, practices and processes. In the interests of student equity, investigation into
the ways that Australian universities deal with plagiarism is an important topic for further research. Such
research could also compare Australian universities to reveal whether they are consistent with each
other in the ways that they deal with plagiarism16.

16

See research from the U.K. (Tennant, Rowell & Duggan, 2007)
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Finally this paper rests its case to implement academic integrity through constructive alignment on the
premise that universities value education. Through education, we can promote values, change
understandings, change behaviour and stop certain behaviours. A university which does not align policy,
teaching practices, and processes for implementing academic integrity and dealing with plagiarism
sends a message to students that academic integrity is an imposition. When universities take academic
integrity seriously they do not burden students, they treat them with respect.
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Appendix A. Checklist for an aligned approach to implementing
academic integrity
Who takes responsibility for ensuring that the implementation of academic integrity is
aligned with policy, teaching and learning practices, decision making, and review of
programs?
University policy

Yes

No

When?

How?

Yes

No

When?

How?

Does the university state its support for academic integrity?
Does the policy define key terms and detail processes and
penalties?
Does the policy detail reasonable responsibilities for staff?
Does the policy detail reasonable responsibilities for students?
Teaching and learning practices
Staff are informed about their responsibilities.
Staff development is provided.
Students are informed about their responsibilities.
Lecturers are aware of what students need to learn.
Students are taught the conventions of acknowledgment and
using evidence.
Students demonstrate that they can use research based
evidence.
Decision-making
Can the university guarantee that a student misdemeanour in
one subject will be treated in the same way as would the same
sort of misdemeanour in any other subject?
Does decision-making about misdemeanours comply with the
policy?
Is support provided for the officers making decisions about
academic misconduct?
Review
Are resources analysed for effectiveness?
Is the promotion of academic integrity monitored?
Are data about transgressions analysed and acted upon?

253

Reflections
In the paper, “Aligning policy and practice”, I have argued for a systematic approach
for promoting academic integrity; Habermas could ask, where is the space for
dialogue and communication (Canons One and Five). In taking a systems approach
with the focus on aligning, measuring, and monitoring of outcomes and evaluations,
could this paper be interpreted as an example of how the lifeworld of the university
could be colonized by a systems approach? Does this approach simply try to provide
solutions for problems in a university’s system; are the arguments based on “the
concept of rationality along the lines of goal-directed action...” (Habermas, 1984, p.
12)? I argue that alignment is more than rationality, and it could actually create
communication possibilities.
Habermas (1987, pp 81-82) argues that as societies increase in size so the
need for instrumental action increases, because the communicative expenditure
becomes overtaxing. The modern university is not a small society which can be
organized through the social competencies of people communicating face-to-face.
This Australian university is a complex organization, of nearly 30,000 students and
multiple-campuses. To run efficiently it needs systems that work, and to promote
knowledge and learning it needs a lifeworld so that people communicate rather than
treat each other as instruments. A system such as Turnitin (1998 – 2010), which can
match texts in masses of essays, saves time, provides evidence and does not favour
or discriminate against anyone, but it cannot defend a decision nor make judgments.
These are communication practices. I make an argument for a systematic approach
in, “Aligning policy and practice”, when I put the case for data collection and analysis
and monitoring of breaches of academic integrity. At the same time, I make a case for
communicative action when I argue for staff to make decisions through discussion,
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and also when I call for students to evaluate web based resources and so be
included in the discussion about academic integrity (Canons Seven and Eight).
In this paper, I did not propose that the system dominates the lifeworld of the
University. What is proposed is that the communication about plagiarism and
academic integrity is increased; students and staff work towards mutual
understanding, and systems are put in place to support communicative actions so
that “the symbolic structures of the lifeworld are reproduced” (Habermas, 1987, p.
204).
In aligning practices to integrate academic integrity, the outcome should be a
balance between instrumental action and communicative action. Systems will be in
place to reduce work and the need for language, so people can be talking to each
other in meaningful ways rather than just following rules and using each other as a
means to an end. If interactions are just a means to an end, or if people are being
manipulated for an outcome, or they do not seek shared understanding, strategic
action has replaced communication (Edgar, 2006, p. 144). Strategic action contrasts
unfavourably with communicative action, but it is not always malevolent: in everyday
life much activity is not about meaningful interaction it is simply getting a job done.
The modern institution benefits from taking an instrumental approach which
separates it from the lifeworld of its workers and their communities. A ‘neutral’
organization has the flexibility to change and control its programs without being
subject to cultural and ideological impositions.
Organizations use ideological neutrality to escape the force of traditions that
would otherwise restrict the scope and sovereign exercise of their
competence to shape their own programs…Organizations not only disconnect
themselves from cultural commitments and from attitudes and orientations
specific to given personalities; they also make themselves independent from
lifeworld contexts by neutralizing the normative background of informal,
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customary, morally regulated contexts of action. (Habermas, 1987, pp. 308 309)
While this separation of lifeworld from the organization provides opportunities for high
levels of efficiency and productivity and reduces the competence load of
communication, the system can superimpose communicative actions: “societal
integration [is converted] over to language-independent steering media” (Habermas,
1987, p. 318). Meaningful communication is colonized by the system. In such a
situation, the capacity to deal with issues of academic integrity and the learning
needs of individual students becomes beholden to a system which builds in
communication opportunities. In the paper, while I did not reflect on the negative
aspects of taking a systematic approach (Canon Eight), I was not proposing an
instrumental approach.
In writing this paper, I made use of argumentative presentation: typically I
made a claim and then provided evidence either verifying this position or saying why
it should be verified (Canon Four). “An argument contains reasons or grounds that
are connected in a systematic way with the validity claim of a problematic expression”
(Habermas, 1981, p. 18). My call for change in current practices or omission of
practices was attempted on the basis of the authority of argument (Canons Eight and
Two).
My style of writing was influenced by the topic area and the sorts of
documents I was reading. I strategically avoided using ‘I’, which removed my
involvement with the context and promoted the sense that objective considerations
led to reasoned conclusions. In answer to the question “Where am I?” (Richardson,
2000), I note that I have removed myself from the text. By the conclusion I have
removed myself from the writing to such an extent that ‘the paper’ is credited with
having done the reviewing, arguing and recommending, and it even “rests its case”!
One of the reviewers of the paper was concerned that in some cases my
claims were too dependent on insider information (Canon Two) and could not be
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supported by hard data. In the first draft, there was more evidence based on insider
information than finally appeared in publication. One of the norms of writing for an
academic audience is the need to provide verifiable evidence for the claims built from
one’s professional experience. A writer of fiction or theory has the advantage of
presenting a case by telling a story, which while it must appeal to commonsense and
an audience’s experiences of reality does not need to be evidence based. I was not
writing a fiction, and I did not want my claims to be dismissed. Thus, I provided
evidence by generalising from other research; for example, research from the US (p.
241) was used to back the claim that university lecturers do not always report cases
of academic misconduct. This also meets Habermas’s requirement that claims be
rationally accountable.
Communicative action can be emancipatory. The analysis in Chapter Four
revealed some of the concerns students face and my empathy for their struggles.
While I wanted to reduce students’ unnecessary struggles, I had limited opportunities
to engage in communication with those who could bring in change. One reaction
could have been to lay the blame on the hierarchical structure of the university and
argue that the commonsense knowledge of the practitioner was not getting a voice.
Another approach would be to use critical pedagogy to rail against the system.
Instead, I chose to see emancipation possibilities in Habermas’s concept of the ideal
speech situation and communicative action. The ‘strategic’ power of discussion and
argument can be used in a university, even by those low on the hierarchy, to build
awareness and change attitudes and practices.

Taking action
In 2009, a Distributed Leadership programme (Lefoe, 2006) provided an opportunity
for me to work with a group of lecturers on the topic of taking action on academic
integrity (Canon Eight). The group discussed ways that academic integrity could be
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implemented in their faculty. One of the group’s recommendations (East, 2009b) was
that the University develop an academic integrity module, which would teach students
that copying without acknowledgment was a breach of academic conduct for which
there are penalties. This recommendation included the need to teach students that
there are conventions for demonstrating academic acknowledgment, and
furthermore, that there are penalties for not following these conventions. By 2010, I
was able to take on these recommendations in a University-wide project to develop a
web-based academic integrity module for students to be delivered to all first year
students in their commencement year. This module was part of a teaching and
learning project, which included the development of resources to educate students
about the principles and conventions of referencing at the generic and subject levels.
In this way the issues of cheating are delineated from the need to follow referencing
and acknowledgment guidelines, and a consistent message is being delivered. This
frees space at the subject level for lecturers to advance students’ competencies in
the particular acknowledgment conventions of their academic literacy. Thus,
development of the quality of academic integrity and the skills of acknowledgment will
be included in the curriculum.
The project also includes a companion module to inform lecturers of their
teaching responsibilities and to ensure that staff training is in line with the
recommendations of the University’s Academic Integrity Policy. This project opens
opportunities for responsibility for academic integrity to be communicated and to be
shared by the University, its students and its lecturers. These plans indicate that the
University is on the path to an aligned approach to implementing academic integrity.
In this chapter, I have critiqued the practices, policies and processes at one
Australian university. Using the experience of other universities and a review of the
literature I made suggestions to improve the situation, and I proposed a model for an
aligned approach to incorporate the whole University. In the opening of this chapter, I
reported that the University was undertaking major changes in curriculum design in
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order to benefit student learning. Under the auspices of this programme, I have taken
advantage of a systematic approach to engage students and staff in communication
about academic integrity as a concern of teaching and learning. With an ideal speech
situation remaining a possibility, I conclude the inquiries of this thesis.
In the next chapter, I conclude the thesis by reporting on my experiences and
the findings of the research, and I make recommendations for future research.
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Chapter Nine: Conclusions
This research has inquired into the perceptions and concepts of plagiarism on the
premise that greater understanding would reduce imposition and enhance
communication. In this final chapter, I critically reflect on the call to research the topic
of plagiarism. Through this reflexive process, I analyse the initial context and
interpretations of communication about plagiarism. Next, I review the approach of this
thesis and explain how the methodological approach enabled by the epistemology of
communicative action and the philosophy of critical hermeneutics, could offer
possibilities for future research. Following this, I present the findings and then the
contributions and significance of this thesis. Finally, I make recommendations for
future research, thus taking on the hermeneutic canons to support Verstehen and
create opportunities for action.

The call to research
One of the main findings of this research is that plagiarism is a problem for students,
not of students. The stimulus for this research, as identified in “The problem of
plagiarism in academic culture” in Chapter Six, was a professional development
workshop on the topic of teaching students how to avoid plagiarism. What emerged
from this workshop was that although this group of university lecturers claimed to
‘know’ what plagiarism means, they could not explain it. The assumption of a
common understanding between university staff and students of what it means to
plagiarise has the potential for miscommunication, with students shouldering
responsibility for an opaque transgression. An example of this is an orientation for
some international students, which I witnessed not long after the professional
workshop.
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In the ‘welcome’ to the students, plagiarism was announced as a serious
offence which would be penalized and “would NOT be tolerated at this university”.
The speaker commanded the students not to plagiarise and told them that others
from their home country had been caught copying large tracts of text and pretending
it was their own. “They were sent home!” I watched the tiers of mainly young men,
their dark eyes intent on the fair skinned blue-eyed professor who was declaring that
copying was a result of rote learning, which might have been acceptable in their
home country but was not acceptable here. Dammed before they even started their
studies, I wondered how much the students understood about how to avoid
plagiarism. This scene could be interpreted as an example of dominance by an
insider representing institutional values, whose rhetoric had made the students wrong
and had created an environment of exclusion (see “The Problem of plagiarism in
academic culture”, in Chapter Six). It could also be perceived as the desperate
exhortations of a lecturer frustrated by numbers of students who, despite being
advised otherwise, continued to avoid complying with university expectations. The
interchange was anything but the ideal speech situation that Habermas (1990)
promotes in his philosophy of communicative action, and which is elaborated in
Chapter Three. Students are in no position to question or reach agreed or negotiated
outcomes, when the potential for shared understanding is limited by the strategic
action of university staff.
Critical theory and critical pedagogy (see Chapter Five) provide a way to
explain the imposition of unspoken forms of power in the student experience of
university. Critical theories can provide a means to articulate concerns about the
teaching of students to simply perform to meet the expectations of their lecturers and
university assessments. On the other hand, as elaborated in Chapter Six, for those
students who seek empowerment through university education, critical theories could
limit possibilities to benefit from existing traditions. Keeping in mind the danger of
taking a colonialist attitude and positioning international students as deficient, as
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discussed in Chapter Two (p. 26), there is an argument for teaching students
knowledge and skills, so that they are able to achieve in their studies. I concluded
that, despite its ideology to expose oppression and enable the disadvantaged, a
critical pedagogy approach, because it dooms universities to being oppressors
(p.197), would limit opportunities to teach students the skills of acknowledgement.
A hermeneutic respect for knowledge is a philosophical attitude which enables
teaching and learning. Humans are limited by their horizons and prejudices but able
to shift these horizons and expand prejudices. Furthermore, Gadamar’ s (1977)
emphasis on respecting traditions and knowledge, when balanced with Habermas’s
aim of emancipation, as discussed in Chapter Three, supports respect for teaching
and its critique. There was recognition from the international students quoted in this
thesis of the value of being taught the skills needed to meet assessment
requirements, but this need was not always being taken up by their universities. This
indicates that rather than seeing themselves as deficient and the University as the
oppressor, the students were open to learning more, which presents a teaching and
learning opportunity.
In the ‘communication’ at the ‘welcome’, described above, there seemed to be
an assumption that the students understood plagiarism as an action which they could
choose to avoid. From my professional experience, however, I had seen students
grappling with how to acknowledge properly and struggling to make sense of how
they could avoid plagiarism. I embarked on this research with the realisation that I
needed to understand more about the concepts of the phenomenon of plagiarism. I
asked myself: “What is going on here?”

The approach
This thesis required a framework which could enable an original approach to
analysing understandings and communications of plagiarism. The hermeneutic
framework provided an encompassing theory and a methodology which could
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communicate multiple voices for an ultimate synthesis of understandings. Under this
framework, communicative action created further possibilities to interpret
communication.
Communicative action can challenge interviewers’ assumptions that
communication has taken place in an interview. As an interviewer, I learnt to be
suspicious about my unexamined acceptance of student comments. With this
realisation, I developed more awareness of my role in conducting and analysing
interviews, which allowed me to step back and listen with increased concentration. At
the same time, being open to the possibility of communication taking place is
empowering, because it reduces cynicism. This enabled me to learn from the reviews
of my papers before they were published.
Hermeneutic approaches opened the possibility of broadening horizons for
this thesis. I was able to explore the issues of plagiarism and academic integrity while
being engaged in analysing the outcomes. In other words, a writer can research an
issue, write about it, analyse that writing and then return to the issue with more
knowledge and more questions. At the same time, by analysing texts for their
meaning, the writer is able to distance herself from the process of authorship and to
examine writing for what is actually said. This approach to analysing text is
emancipating because it enables focus and reduced interference from authorial
intention and context. This does not mean, however, that context should be ignored.
The approach I took was to identify the context and role of authorship, so I
could separate these from the text. This was very helpful for structuring the thesis
and analysing my writing, because it allowed me to move between actions of
distancing, engaging and reflecting. This process enabled me to see some of the
prejudices I brought to the creation of the texts. While Gadamer (1977) and
Habermas (1972) might argue about whether or not hermeneutics can be a
methodology, the experiences of this thesis support Habermas’s claim that it is not
only a philosophy, it is also an approach to understanding that can be emancipatory.
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Using Radnitzky’s (1973) canons was also helpful, but this approach was
ultimately problematic. The canons provided tools to proceed with a hermeneutic
interpretation, and they became a checklist for the interpretations and reflections.
They enabled me as an interpreter to deal with text as an autonomous object,
distanced from the author’s role. The difficulty arose in mapping this process for the
reader. For example, in one paragraph I could have been interpreting the knowledge,
language and emancipatory features of a response to research. Being explicit about
all the canons involved would have resulted in an awkward insertion of labels which
would impede readability. I recommend the canons as a guide for analysing text, but
am unsure of how this enactment can be demonstrated to a reader.
Richardson’s (2000) self-review questions were practical and a means to be
honest and rigorous in developing academic writing. I recommend their use and will
continue to use them to guide my writing and reviewing of texts.
There were a number of benefits in constructing the thesis as a series of
texts. Writing texts for publication as an ‘alternative’ thesis format enabled
considerable review and interpretation. Once published as fixed entities, I was able to
analyse the texts that I had written in the light of new knowledge and deepened
understanding. Furthermore, each autonomous text, starting with the texts of student
understandings and moving to a whole of university issue, could be analysed
discretely and as part of a whole. Further benefits were learning how to publish and
having the opportunity to engage with other researchers interested in the area of
academic integrity were further benefits. Other than the example of the one
destructive review, in Chapter Seven, the advice received from journal editors and
reviewers was generally constructive and often enlightening.
There are, however, some disadvantages of writing a thesis by publications.
Once published, the articles are autonomous and publicly available, and what one
might claim early in the research process could seem shallow later with the benefit of
deeper understanding. The likelihood of repetition is another disadvantage, which
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results when circumstances need to be explained for both the readers of the papers
and the construction of the thesis. Despite these disadvantages, as a means to
create a thesis, I recommend this publication process because of the benefits of
being engaged in the research community.

The findings
The main findings of this thesis are responses to the research questions posed in
Chapter One and are repeated here for convenience.
1. What are the perspectives and understandings of plagiarism?
2. How can these be explained and interpreted?
3. How can concepts of acknowledgment be critiqued?
4. In what ways is plagiarism a problem of academic culture?
5. In what ways is plagiarism an issue of morality?
6. How might a narrative about enacting the concepts of academic integrity
be communicated?

Perspectives and understandings of plagiarism
Plagiarism is often envisaged as a dishonest act in which the perpetrator copies
another’s work, usually in the form of words or ideas. The ‘act’ can be defined in a
number of ways, and these were extrapolated in both Chapters Two and Five. The
analysis of plagiarism as an act revealed that, despite being seen as dishonest, it is
presented as possibly intentional or inadvertent (see Chapter Five). In an intended
act, copyists are dishonest and hide their lack of originality. On the other hand,
plagiarism could not be inadvertent, if the copyist knowingly hides the original
authorship of a text. Copying is cheating if the original source of the work is knowingly
hidden, with the intention that the copyist receives credit for its creation. As reported
in Chapter Four, it was found that the students did not dispute the notion that
plagiarism as cheating is negative, but they were concerned about being accused of
plagiarising even if it had not been intended.
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The student perspectives and understandings reported in Chapter Four and
also analysed in Chapters Five and Six, reveal that students can be concerned about
plagiarism, and understand it to be confusing, an imposition and dangerous. Findings
of this thesis were that students perceived plagiarism to be a concern of (not)
knowing the rules for how to copy, what to copy, and how much could be copied.
Furthermore, some students viewed plagiarism as an imposition, because they were
struggling to make sense of the conventions of making academic texts. Another
imposition was the expectation that non-native users of English would have enough
language to restate source text and reconstruct it in analytical and original ways. In
addition, the penalties for plagiarism were perceived as dangerous. Some students
understood these as being extreme, for example Turag said one could be sent to
court for this “crime”, and Mia was worried that one could be deported to China (see
p. 129).

Explaining and interpreting perspectives and understandings
Interpreting students’ perspectives and understandings about plagiarism with existing
research and literature revealed that plagiarism is often perceived as a problem. One
finding was that, from the students’ perspective, the rules seemed to be making their
first year experience difficult. Rather than the positive experience of being engaged in
an educational challenge to learn, there was a sense of individual struggle without
enough teaching support. For some this manifested in cynicism, ridicule and irritation,
for others it was in anxiety and fear. If learning about how to avoid plagiarising were
understood as a teaching and learning issue, it would not seem surprising that
students commence university with different understandings and abilities to avoid
plagiarising. A conclusion of this thesis is that teaching and learning opportunities
could enable students to engage in developing knowledge and competencies to
reduce their concerns about plagiarism.
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Lack of English can explain why some students understand the conventions of
acknowledgement as an imposition and some perceive plagiarism as the only option.
Some students do not have enough English to discuss what they are expected to
learn; some can communicate what they are learning but cannot use the expected
type of English. While the majority of students quoted in this thesis communicated
effectively, some struggled to communicate in English. The scope of this thesis did
not cover review of the language levels and pathways of students who enter
Australian universities, but there was indication that some students were entering
without an adequate English language competency, which raises the issue of a lack
of integrity in the application process of the University. On the other hand, an
adequate English language competency is no match for an expectation of native
English language. As was demonstrated by one of the students who plagiarised
because she could not write as a native speaker, not having the ‘right’ English
language dooms the non-native speaker to failure or at least fear of failure. Here then
universities could take responsibility to tolerate non-native English or be transparent
about an expectation that an assessment, for whatever reason, demands native
speaker English. In addition, universities have a responsibility to ensure that students
enter English speaking universities with the prerequisite competency in English.
The unfamiliar discourse around plagiarism can explain some of the concerns
that students hold about plagiarism. A finding of this thesis is that for some students
the descriptions of plagiarism and its emphasis were different from what they had
experienced before coming to university in Australia. This indicates that the academic
conventions underpinning the concept of plagiarism are elements of academic
discourse which cannot be assumed to already exist in new students’ repertoires of
text making. On the other hand, it was also found that, according to some students,
the way plagiarism is talked about in Australia is the same as in their country. Thus it
cannot be assumed that new students are necessarily ignorant about the conventions
and concepts of plagiarism. Pedagogical opportunities abound for sharing
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understandings and interpretations of plagiarism and how its associated concepts are
expressed in different contexts.

Critiquing concepts of acknowledgment
Proper acknowledgment might be the ‘antidote’ for plagiarism, but a finding of this
thesis was that this is not a simple matter of honest practice; it can be critiqued in a
number of ways. The theory of academic literacy (Ivanic 1991) was used to explain
how students must find their voice in academic writing if they are to avoid simply restating what is already known and to be assessed as authors of writing assignments.
The notion of intertextuality, as discussed in Chapter Six (cf. Thompson 2004, 2005),
was used to explain how writing is reconstructed from sources; the challenge for
writers is learning how to do this in such sophisticated and appropriate ways that it
becomes a statement not just a re-statement. Thus, it was found that proper
acknowledgment encompasses the slippery concepts of authorship, originality and
how to re-use text and ideas in ways that are appropriate to a particular academic
literacy.
In this thesis, acknowledgment was also found to be an issue of knowledge. It
is unreasonable to expect new students to interpret knowledge with appropriate
acknowledgment, before some comprehension of how knowledge in a particular
subject is understood and constructed. Determining the knowledge base of a
discipline is difficult enough for newcomers trying to understand its constellation of
concepts, but, as was discussed in Chapter Five, they must also decipher the corpus
of knowledge that, as newcomers, they are expected to acknowledge. Students are
expected to acknowledge in ways different from the writers of academic texts, who
being so well-versed in the essential principles of an expanding corpus of knowledge
no longer need to acknowledge their source.
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Acknowledgment can be critiqued as an issue of how common knowledge is
communicated. A finding of this thesis was that the students were perturbed by
common knowledge (see Chapters Four and Five), and some believed that there are
differences in how assumed knowledge is referred to at university in Australia when
compared to other countries. If common knowledge is what a group of people
understand and know about a certain topic, then, not knowing what is common to a
group and how to use ‘their’ knowledge is the mark of the outsider. As ‘outsiders’, the
students in this thesis reported struggling to decipher what was common knowledge
and what they needed to acknowledge.

Plagiarism as a problem of academic culture
The need for insider knowledge was found to be one of the ways in which plagiarism
is a problem of academic culture (see Chapter Six). Applying Hall’s (1981) theory of
cultures as being ‘high context’ or ‘low context’ to interpret academic culture as high
context, clarified why some acknowledgment practices are obscured to new students
and assumed by lecturers. Accordingly, the need to be explicit about particular norms
and practices of avoiding plagiarising and how to acknowledge is not self-evident to
lecturers as cultural insiders of their university. Understanding acknowledgment in
this way moved the framing of plagiarism from being a problem of the students’
making to being a problem of academic culture.
On the other hand, students who plagiarise are a problem for academic culture.
Foucault’s (1991) theory that insiders have interests in maintaining their culture (as
discussed in Chapter Seven) explains why lecturers are protective of their scholarly
knowledge and its expression in the standards which they have worked hard to meet.
Thus, it was found that students who break the rules and do not respect the
standards are a challenge to the prevailing norms which serve insiders. This threat
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explains why plagiarism can be such an emotionally charged issue for universities
and their staff.
The enactment of acknowledgment as a means to avoid plagiarism was found
to be a matter of academic convention, rather than a matter of moral standards.
Conflating breaches of conventions of acknowledgment with cheating is
counterproductive for students who are trying to master these conventions.
Furthermore, it was found that what is appropriate in one culture or one context could
be highly inappropriate in another, and even be seen as transgression.

Plagiarism an issue of morality
A finding of this thesis was that plagiarism is often assumed to be an issue of
morality, which is rarely analysed. It emerged from the analysis of moral theory, in
Chapter Seven, that distinguishing dishonesty from a breach of convention would
reduce the emotional stress and vehemence in dealing with plagiarism. The
discussion of the moral philosophy of Habermas, Kant and Wittgenstein, and the
moral psychology of Gilligan, Kohlberg and Turiel revealed that judging plagiarism as
a form of cheating is cognitively and emotionally demanding. Such judgments involve
moral maturity and institutional and personal interests, hence the recommendation
that judgments about cheating should not be made by lone individuals. Furthermore,
because dealing with cases of cheating was revealed to be more than a matter of
following rules, awareness of the concepts of justice and compassion could inform
decision-making. It was concluded that an ethical approach to making judgments
about plagiarism should be based on respect for each student and on the application
of justice and care with an understanding of the effects on the individual and the
university population.
From the review of existing research, in Chapter Seven, it was argued that
there is limited value in putting energy into determining which students are likely to
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plagiarise. The findings from research which attempts to determine which students
cheat showed great variations (pp. 202 - 3). Furthermore, it was argued in Chapter
Eight that focussing on the characteristics of student cheats reduces the
responsibility of a university to teach students about acknowledgment and to create
an environment which supports academic integrity. On the other hand, it was
concluded that a teaching and learning approach would redirect energy into analysing
the circumstances which are conducive to supporting students to learn how to
reconstruct academic knowledge appropriately. Thus, the proposal of a teaching and
learning approach embedded in a whole university communication of academic
integrity, emerged from this thesis.

Enacting the concepts of academic integrity
Enactment of academic integrity requires communication to align practices
and processes in a whole university approach. A finding of this thesis was that,
despite the number of concerns that the students had about how to avoid
plagiarising, they indicated support for cheating to be penalised and for standards of
honest work to be maintained. Nevertheless, in some cases, it was found that the
students’ practices did not meet these standards (see p. 115). The student support
for honest work was found to align with the notion of academic integrity, in which
universities take a stance of promoting ethical approaches to scholarship and
teaching and learning.
On the topic of plagiarism and English language competence, universities can
also take an ethical stance. Universities have a responsibility to ensure that students
are enrolled in subjects that are appropriate for their level of English. This could mean
that the requirement of native-speaker levels of English in some subjects is either
reviewed or it is communicated and defended. A university which had integrity in this
area would not enrol students whose level of English was not high enough to manage
272

the language demands of study in an English speaking university. Communicating
these requirements is integral to ensuring ESL students are making informed
decisions about whether they are likely to manage the language demands of
overseas study.
Action to communicate academic integrity is integral to its enactment, but the
review of the literature revealed that little work has been done to analyse this
enactment. Biggs and Tang’s (2007) method of constructive alignment was found to
be a practical means to analyse the implementation of academic integrity. It emerged
from the analysis of one university, that the practices and processes were not aligned
with the policy. With little evidence of the system and lifeworld communication being
aligned, the weight of the responsibility to interpret academic integrity had fallen onto
the students.
In order to communicate a narrative about enacting the concepts entailed in
academic integrity, a methodology which took into account contexts, presuppositions
and interpretations was developed for this thesis (see Chapter Three). The
hermeneutic approach was found to enable an analysis of how the enactment of
academic integrity could be communicated. In confluence with this approach, the
theory of communicative action (Habermas, 1984, 1987) and its rejection of distorted
communication, allowed the possibility of the ideal speech situation.

Significance and contribution of this thesis
In this thesis, multiple perspectives on the problem of plagiarism and its associated
concepts were synthesised through the framework of a hermeneutic methodology.
This contributes to research by providing a framework to enable interpretation of
inquiries as texts which can encompass different voices and different stories.
The first texts were from a group of international students who as informants
had a voice in this thesis. Significantly, their contributions provide the potential for
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generalising about the problematic nature of how plagiarism is communicated in
Australian higher education. Some of the students not only informed the
understandings of the concepts of plagiarism and acknowledgement, they contributed
to the communication of these understandings by presenting them on video to a
potential audience of university lecturers.
In this thesis, it was not assumed that the students had concerns about
understanding the concepts of plagiarism because they were ignorant. The
consideration that Australian academic culture actually hindered communication
about these concepts was given credence, and explained by its interpretation as a
high context culture (Hall, 1981; Gudykunst, 1998). Similarly, the emotional and
hostile reactions to student plagiarism by universities and their staff members were
also critiqued. Foucault’s (1991) theory of insider interest explained how student
transgression of institutional standards challenged the legitimacy of staff investment
in maintaining these.
The teaching and learning approach that emerged from the inquiries of this
thesis is supported by Habermas’s (1984, 1987) theory of communicative action. By
correlating this theory with the findings from the students’ perceptions, it is clear that
rather than warnings and simple definitions, students require advice and opportunities
to try the acknowledgment practices of the new academic literacies that challenge
their expectations of discourse. Analysis of the acknowledgment practices in this
thesis revealed them to be context dependent, but the rhetoric around plagiarism
conflates the conventions of acknowledgment with standards of morality, and so
confuses and even scares novices who perceive that they may inadvertently breach
standards. This conflation also has implications for judgments of acts of plagiarism as
cheating.
It was revealed in this research that the rhetoric of academic integrity in
Australian higher education does not always align with its enactment. The questions
developed to analyse processes and practices and the model produced to critique the
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alignment of practices and policies in one university’s implementation of academic
integrity could be used and adapted by other universities. This contribution could be
significant for furthering communication about the enactments of concepts of
academic integrity.

Research recommendations
With the exception of one student, the students in the sample of this thesis were
overseas educated and non-native users of English. As non-native English language
users they declared that they lacked the control of language needed to be able to
discern words for legitimate appropriation. Writing at university requires the ability to
re-present and analyse other people’s work, which taxes language repertoires. The
analyses of language and knowledge as features of academic literacy, in the
“Interpretation” section of Chapter Four, suggest that natives as newcomers to
academic culture would also have some concern about which words and ideas they
could re-use, should re-use or should acknowledge. Would natives educated in
Australia also experience plagiarism as dangerous and confusing with many rules?
Would they also want better teaching of how to acknowledge appropriately? These
questions indicate that there are research opportunities to analyse the university
experience from the perspectives of Australian native students. Some of the students
in the current research reported that the differences they were experiencing could be
because of the move from secondary school to university. This raises the issue of
how to transition students from high school so that they are scaffolded in learning
how to construct academic texts at university.
Applying research to develop teaching and learning resources so that they
keep pace with technology and developments in how we create, share and talk about
knowledge provides challenges for lecturers interested in teaching the conventions of
acknowledgment and principles of academic integrity. A corpus of tasks and texts,
which takes into account a range of learning environments, interactive, electronic and
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the more traditional, could be developed to support lecturers to teach students how to
reference and how to synthesise texts into their own texts. This corpus could be more
than the generic tasks suggested in this thesis, and could take into account discipline
and task specific approaches. Subject specific examples of intertextuality and
language use could be available for students to use in their own texts without fear of
plagiarising. Acknowledging that copy and paste is now common practice could open
opportunities to include activities which teach students how to do this in accepted and
responsible ways. This corpus of advice and tasks would be useful for lecturers who
want to develop the academic literacy of their students. There could also be the
possibility to engage in creating new understandings of how academic texts are
authored and acknowledged.
Some of the students in this thesis (see the section, “Film, Explanation”, in
Chapter Four) reported their frustrations in trying to understand the conventions of
acknowledgment with little guidance from their lecturers about how to avoid
plagiarism and reference properly. While it was suggested in the literature that this is
just part of the process of becoming acculturated, I am not convinced that the
academic experience has to be such a hostile provocation. How could students be
better engaged in this process of becoming insiders in academic culture? Is it
possible to change Australian academic culture so that the lifeworld of the university
is effectively communicated to the newcomers – the students? These questions could
underpin research which develops and critiques practices to support new students to
engage in learning the conventions of, not only acknowledgment but more broadly,
the construction and communication of academic texts.
In this thesis there is indication that students’ attitudes and understandings
change over time. The individual experience of Sue (p. 138) demonstrates this. Case
studies which follow students as they move through university could find out how
students change, and what practices are instrumental in developing their academic
competencies and literacies. It would be valuable to measure which practices and
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experiences support effective communication between students and their lecturers,
and students and the university. This could develop opportunities for students to
engage in their university experience and even have a voice in their university.
The concern for fairness, voiced by the students in Chapter Four, indicates
that a discriminating group of students engaged in their university experience would
not be satisfied with an overlay of academic integrity policy on teaching and
administration practices which lack integrity. One of the challenges is to apply a
university-wide academic integrity system and also explicitly communicate
acknowledgment conventions of academic literacy at the subject level. Ways to align
teaching and learning practices with university policy and administration practices are
opportunities to research and review such systems and communications.
Just as the analysis in Chapter Eight of the implementation of academic
integrity at one Australian university revealed that the practices, processes and
policies were not aligned, there is opportunity for other universities to review their
implementation of academic integrity. Consistency of practices within universities and
between universities is an area which invites review. It is not currently known whether
Australian universities differ or align in the ways that they deal with plagiarism. Such
a review could also analyse what universities say they do and what they actually do.
Further research into the actuality of academic integrity in Australian higher education
could involve sharing examples of good practice to enable universities to benchmark
their own practices.
Having recommended the need to be consistent in dealing with issues of
plagiarism and academic misconduct, I also see a need to research how the role of
consistency can be balanced with being fair, providing justice and being
compassionate. Such research could further refine understandings of what
constitutes academic dishonesty and what are breaches of academic convention.
Finally, I conclude that greater awareness of the conceptual nature of
plagiarism will enhance the teaching and learning of acknowledgment and will
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support opportunities for students, their lecturers and their university, to engage in
shared actions for the communication of academic integrity. This would require a shift
in how universities and their staff communicate with students about the concepts of
plagiarism.
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Appendix 1

PLAGIARISM: WHAT INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS UNDERSTAND

Investigator

Julianne East
LAS(ESL)
Humanities 3, 417
La Trobe University
Bundoora, VICT, 3086
Contact number: 03 9479 2788

Research aims

This project aims to find out:
what students know about plagiarism
how students understand plagiarism
how students avoid plagiarism

Procedures

International undergraduate students, of minimum age 18
years, in their first year at La Trobe University will be asked
about their understanding of plagiarism.

Data Collection

Postings from the online discussion on plagiarism in the
subject EDU11/12 ESL will be collected.

Use of data

This research is primarily academic in nature. The investigator
plans to use the data analysis and discussion postings in
academic journal publications and conference papers.
Any information will be confidential. Notes will not be
attributable to any single individual, and individual names will
not be released.
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Prior to publication, the subject can ask the investigator for an
opportunity to review notes and his/her postings from the
discussion.
The discussion postings will be printed and will be kept in a secure
locked cabinet, in the investigator’s office, for 5 years; after which
time they will be will be destroyed.

Future use of data

The data could be analysed for future research into students’
perceptions of university teaching and learning. Only this
investigator will have access to the data.

Benefits

This project is of particular interest to the university
community at this time because of the current media focus on
plagiarism. The project also benefits students in particular
because the more teachers are aware of what students know
and don’t know the greater the opportunities for learning and
respect. The participants in this research will be taught about
the university standards and will also have the opportunity to
ask for information about acknowledgement and how to avoid
plagiarism.

Participation

Students will be invited to contribute their postings from the
online

discussion

on

plagiarism.

Participation

in

this

discussion and contribution of postings is entirely voluntary.
Students will be not be penalised in any way if they decide
not to participate. Participation in this research is not related
in any way to progress or assessment in the subject
EDU11/12 ESL.
Questions

Any questions regarding this project may be directed to the
Investigator Julianne East
LAS(ESL)
9479 2788

Further questions

If you have any complaints or queries that the investigator

or complaints

has not been able to answer to your satisfaction, you may
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contact the Ethics Liaison Officer, Human Ethics Committee,
La Trobe University, Victoria, 3086, (ph: 03 9479 1443, email: humanethics@latrobe.edu.au).
Withdrawal of

You have the right to withdraw from participation in this

participation

project at anytime and, further, to demand that data arising
from your participation are not used in the research project
provided that this right is exercised within four weeks of the
completion of your participation in the project.

I give permission for my discussion postings to be used in this research Yes 

No



I give permission for this data to be re-used in future projects about university teaching
Yes 

and learning

No



I ……………………………….. have read and understood the information above, and
any questions I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction. I agree to
participate in the project, realising that I may withdraw at any time. I agree that
research data provided by me or with my permission during the project may be
included in a thesis, presented at conferences and published in journals on the
condition that neither my name nor any other identifying information is used.

Signature of

Date

participant

Name and signature

Date

of investigator
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Appendix 2

PLAGIARISM: WHAT INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS UNDERSTAND

Investigator

Julianne East
LAS(ESL)
Humanities 3, 417
La Trobe University
Bundoora, VICT, 3086
Contact number: 03 9479 2788

Research aims

This project aims to find out:
what students know about plagiarism
how students understand plagiarism
how students avoid plagiarism

Procedures

International undergraduate students, of minimum age 18
years, in their first year at La Trobe University will be asked
about their understanding of plagiarism.

Data Collection

The data will be collected from individual interviews which will
take about 30 minutes.

Use of data

This research is primarily academic in nature. The investigator
plans to use the data analysis and interview scripts in academic
journal publications and conference papers.
Any information will be confidential. Notes will not be
attributable to any single individual, and individual names will
not be released.
Prior to publication, the subject can ask the investigator for an
opportunity to review notes and transcripts from the interviews.
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The tapescripts and tapes will be kept in a secure locked cabinet, in
the in the investigator’s office, for 20 years; after which time they will
be will be destroyed.
Future use of data

The data could be analysed for future research into students’
perceptions of university teaching and learning. Only this
investigator will have access to the data.

Benefits

This project is of particular interest to the university community
at this time because of the current media focus on plagiarism.
The project also benefits students in particular because the
more teachers are aware of what students know and don’t
know the greater the opportunities for learning and respect.
The participants in this research will also have the opportunity
to ask for information about plagiarism.

Participation

Students will be invited to participate. They will be not be
penalised in any way if they decide not to participate.
Participation in the interviews will be entirely voluntary.

Questions

Any questions regarding this project may be directed to the
Investigator Julianne East
LAS(ESL)
9479 2788

Further questions

If you have any complaints or queries that the investigator has

or complaints

not been able to answer to your satisfaction, you may contact
the Ethics Liaison Officer, Human Ethics Committee, La Trobe
University, Victoria, 3086, (ph: 03 9479 1443, e-mail:
humanethics@latrobe.edu.au).

Withdrawal of

You have the right to withdraw from active participation in this

participation

project at anytime and, further, to demand that data arising
from your participation are not used in the research project
provided that this right is exercised within four weeks of the
completion of your participation in the project.

I give permission for this interview to be audio taped

Yes 

No
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I give permission for this data to be re-used in future projects about university teaching
Yes 

and learning

No


I ……………………………….. have read and understood the information above, and
any questions I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction. I agree to
participate in the project, realising that I may withdraw at any time. I agree that
research data provided by me or with my permission during the project may be
included in a thesis, presented at conferences and published in journals on the
condition that neither my name nor any other identifying information is used.

Signature of

Date

participant
Name and signature

Date

of investigator
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Appendix 3

A RESOURCE FOR LECTURERS: UNDERSTANDING STUDENT PERSPECTIVES ON
PLAGIARISM AND ACADEMIC MISCONDUCT

Investigator

Julianne East
LAS(ESL)
Humanities 3, 417, La Trobe University
Bundoora, VICT, 3086, Australia
Contact number: 03 9479 2788

Supervisor

Dr Bernard Neville
School of Educational Studies, La Trobe University
Ed 1, 321
Contact number: 03 9479 3925

Project aims

This project aims to give students the opportunity to present their views about
the issue of plagiarism and academic referencing.
It also aims to give lecturers the opportunity to hear what students say about
the problems they face in trying to avoid plagiarism and academic
misconduct. This will enable those who are implementing the Academic
Policy on Misconduct to have a greater understanding of the issues involved
for students who are still learning how to reference properly.

Procedures

As a student of minimum age 18 years, studying at La Trobe University, you
will be filmed talking about your understanding of the issue of plagiarism and
using references.
Filming will be done through COMET, at La Trobe and will take about half an
hour.
This film will be edited down to a video of about 5 minutes in length.
You will then be able to review your video and the web page, before it is
uploaded.
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Project

The resource of student videos will be available through the Academic

description

Development Unit’s staff education pages on the La Trobe University web
site. It will support education for staff responsible for implementing the
Academic Misconduct Policy.

The opening page of the resource will show six students representing
different groups, for example, undergraduate and postgraduate, international
and local, and male and female from different faculties.

The user will click on a photo of a student to hear what he/she has to say
about experiences in trying to understand the concept of acknowledgement
and avoiding plagiarism.
.
Use of data

If you agree to participate in this project, your video will be available for
viewing only on password protected pages on the La Trobe university site. It
will also be copyright protected.

You will also be able to request that your video be withdrawn at any time.
While the project is to educate lecturers, the investigator plans to write about
the project in academic publications. These include conference papers,
academic journal publications and her PhD thesis.

Benefits

This project is of particular interest to the university community at this time
because of the current focus on issues about plagiarism and implementing
the Academic Policy on Misconduct. It could be very useful for lecturers to
have insight into what students know and don’t know about plagiarism. This
could have implications for how and what is taught to students about the
expectations at university. It could also inform lecturers about the sorts of
errors students could make.
As a participant you will have the opportunity to talk about your concerns and
communicate these to lecturers. You will also be able to ask for information
and advice about acknowledgement, referencing and avoiding plagiarism.

Participation

You will be invited to participate. You will not be penalised in any way if you
decide not to participate. You will be given the opportunity to review your
video before it is uploaded. Participation in the video will be entirely voluntary.
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Participation in this research is not related in any way to progress or
assessment in any subject.

Questions

Any questions regarding this project may be directed to the Investigator
Julianne East
j.east@latrobe.edu.au
03 9479 2788

Further

If you have any complaints or queries that the investigator has not been able

questions or

to answer to your satisfaction, you may contact the Ethics Liaison Officer,

complaints

Human Ethics Committee, La Trobe University, Victoria, 3086, Australia
(ph: 03 9479 1443, e-mail: humanethics@latrobe.edu.au).

Withdrawal

You have the right to withdraw from participation in this project at anytime

of

and, further, to demand that the video arising from your participation is not

participation

used on the La Trobe web site.

Yes 

I give permission to be video taped

No 

I give permission for my video to be written about in academic texts
Yes 

No 

I agree to review the video in order to give or deny permission for it to be uploaded onto the La
Trobe web site

Yes 

No 

I ……………………………….. have read and understood the information above, and any
questions I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction. I agree to participate in the
project, realising that I may withdraw at any time. I agree that research data provided by me or
with my permission during the project may be included in a thesis, presented at conferences
and published in journals.

Name of participant
Signature

Date

Name of investigator
Signature

Date

Name of Student Supervisor
Signature

Date
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Appendix 4
PLAGIARISM – DO YOU HAVE SOMETHING TO SAY?

(Name of student body) will be holding a forum on problems with plagiarism to give
students the opportunity to have their say about their experiences. You can talk about
your concerns and ask questions about plagiarism and copying.

This forum is for students who







are trying to work out the complexities of plagiarism,
have questions about plagiarism,
have ever wondered about whether or not they need to use a reference,
wonder when it is OK to copy,
have ever worried about being accused of plagiarism,
want to talk about the way plagiarism is dealt with at La Trobe.

Julianne East, who is a Language and Academic Skills lecturer researching the area
of plagiarism, will be available to answer your questions.

She will also talk to you about the opportunity to have your opinions presented to
university lecturers and those implementing the …. University Academic Policy on
Misconduct, so that the lecturers at …. will actually hear and learn from students.

When:

Where:

For further information contact:
(Contact person from student body)
Or
Julianne East
9479 2788
j.east@latrobe.edu.au
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