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Introduction

Plagiarism has become a very important concern for educators in recent years. One approach to dealing with this problem has been to improve methods of plagiarism detection, while a complementary approach has been to develop plagiarism prevention strategies. Such strategies include producing on-line guidelines to increase students’ awareness of plagiarism and related issues. The present study, which was undertaken from February 2004 onwards, analyses the official guidelines on plagiarism which British universities and higher education colleges provide for their students. A special focus of this study is the advice and/or support aimed specifically at international students. This paper presents the findings of the analysis of both general and departmental websites, and suggests some good practice in the compilation of plagiarism prevention guidelines.

Literature Review
Plagiarism has been discussed and investigated from many different academic perspectives, and there seems to be an agreement in the literature that it is by no means a straightforward and easily identifiable phenomenon.  Pennycook (1994: 282) argued that plagiarism needs to be understood ‘as an umbrella term for a complex set of different issues’, relative to different contexts: the context of the concept, of the students, of the institution, of the specific task required, and of the actual use of text. As a complex phenomenon plagiarism is embedded in particular socio-political and cultural contexts, relevant to particular ideological positions (Scollon, 1995; Pennycook, 1996). From a practitioner’s perspective Buranen (1999: 65) concurs that ‘plagiarism is a vastly more complex issue than we as teachers may recognize and certainly far more complex than we customarily suggest to students’. For example, the semi-plagiaristic strategy of ‘patchwriting’, which involves altering an original text by substituting synonyms or changing grammatical structures, seems to be a common practice amongst both learner and expert writers, and has been described as a useful textual activity ‘that we all take part in’ (Howard, 1999: 90). Identifying a clear borderline between what constitutes plagiarism and what does not is clearly a challenge for academics and ESL/EFL practitioners, and causes even a greater confusion among students.

In the recent literature plagiarism has been viewed as a cross-cultural phenomenon in that non-native speaker students have different cultural perceptions of texts, intellectual property, and plagiarism (Kroll, 1988; Fanning, 1992; Sherman, 1992; Pennycook, 1994; Bloch and Chi, 1995; Dryden, 1999; Hyland, 2001; Yamada 2003 and others). Many international students coming to study at Western English-medium universities have little or no experience with the Western tradition of academic writing and referring to sources, and this might make them more inclined to plagiaristic practices. Fanning (1992: 167) lists ‘different cultural outlook’ among the causes of plagiarism among non-native speaker students. He argues that ‘socio-cultural learning requires a change in the learner’s attitude to written texts, and a greater appreciation of the Western esteem for independent thinking’ (ibid: 169).

There have been a number of research studies carried out to investigate the issue of plagiarism from an overseas student perspective. For example, Deckert (1993), Buranen (1999) and Hsu (2003) focused on foreign students’ beliefs and attitudes to plagiarism. Deckert (ibid) also investigated how well college students from Hong Kong could identify writing practices that would be regarded as plagiaristic (by western standards) and why, in the students’ opinion, plagiarism is unacceptable, and Hsu (ibid) was also interested in overseas students’ reasons for plagiarising. Research of this kind seems to suggest that students from non-western cultures might view plagiarism differently from westerners. 

Given the increasing number of overseas students being accepted by British universities it might be expected that these institutions would provide some additional support in raising awareness of textual borrowing and plagiarism, and that they would take into account the complex nature of plagiarism. However, the research cited above does not seem to have influenced current practice in British higher education to a great extent.
The purpose of this study was to assess the amount of advice on offer from British universities and higher education colleges, to describe and compare on-line guidelines, and to draw some conclusions about the quality and quantity of information on plagiarism which is available to students (and particularly international students) in British higher education. 

Procedure 

A stratified random sample of 24 institutions was chosen from the 2003 Sunday Times league table of 121 UK universities and higher education colleges.
 The sampling procedure involved randomly choosing two out of each ten higher education institutions (following their ranking order in the league table) in order for the sample to represent the whole spectrum of British higher education institutions.

The official websites of the selected institutions were then examined to identify general guidelines for students and/or advice on good practice relating to plagiarism. This was done using the ‘search’ facility available at most institutions’ websites by entering the word ‘plagiarism’ as a search query. The website at one of the sample institutions was unavailable, and the websites at four institutions did not provide a functioning ‘search’ option. These institutions were substituted by other randomly selected institutions from their group. 

The results of the searches were used to identify the websites providing plagiarism prevention guidelines for students. Whenever a search yielded a large number of links (e.g., 741 at the University of Southampton), only the websites identified by the search engine as being most relevant were examined. At a number of institutions access to certain links was restricted to internal members. As a result, such websites could not be accessed for the purposes of this study. Both general and departmental plagiarism prevention guidelines were analysed in this study.

Results and Discussion
Interestingly, the Spearman’s rank correlations between the number of links identified by the search engine and the league ranking of a particular institution, and between the number of identified links and the index of teaching quality at each institution (the latter also taken from the league table) achieved statistical significance at p < 0.01 (–0.587 and 0.530 respectively). The fact that the first correlation was a moderate negative one suggests that the search procedure for upper rank institutions tended to yield more ‘hits’ than in the case of the institutions with a lower ranking. The moderate positive correlation between the second set of variables might represent a similar tendency: the institutions with a higher index of teaching quality tended to have a higher number of links to topics related to plagiarism. It might be concluded, therefore, that institutions with a higher rank and/or with a higher index of teaching quality appear to be more concerned about plagiarism and related issues than institutions with a lower rank and/or a lower index of teaching quality. 

It needs to be acknowledged, however, that the search results might have been influenced by a number of important factors, for example, by the fact that different websites employed different search engines with different search capacities, or links identified by the search engines could have duplicated the same information several times. Therefore, the quantitative results in this study are only rough measures and need to be taken with a certain degree of caution. 

The most important focus of this study was analysing the quality of advice students receive. From the links yielded by the search procedure one or several areas of the website at each institution were selected for content analysis. In the first instance, general, not departmental, plagiarism prevention guidelines for students were examined. These appeared to be available at seven institutions.

On the whole the general guidelines varied quite extensively in length and in register, from half a page of formal and succinct statements on plagiarism at the University College Northampton (‘The University College unequivocally condemns plagiarism, which it considers to be comparable to falsifying data and cheating in an examination…’) to approximately six pages of student-friendly guidelines written in simple language at the University of Teesside (‘..it’s as if you went into a supermarket and put stuff in your pocket without ever intending to pay for it’). 

I coded the content of each of these sets of general guidelines according to a number of categories, for example, ‘Definition of plagiarism’, ‘Forms of plagiarism’, ‘Types of plagiarism’, ‘Attitudes to plagiarism’, ‘Consequences and penalties’ ‘Plagiarism avoidance advice’, ‘Examples of plagiarism’, etc. All seven institutions were found to provide a definition of plagiarism and to mention various forms of plagiarism, ranging from using ‘some choice expressions from some other source(s), without making it clear that you have done this’ to submitting work ‘that is entirely the work of another mind’ (University of Wales, Aberystwyth). Several guidelines also distinguished between intentional/ deliberate and unintentional/ inadvertent/ accidental plagiarism. 

A number of guidelines attempted to put the problem of referring to sources and plagiarism in a broader context of doing academic work and joining the academic community. For example, the Edge Hill College of Higher Education while introducing and defining the notion of plagiarism, discussed the issue of intellectual property in general, explained the meaning of the term ‘source’ in academic work and emphasised the importance of identifying sources of information in students’ work as this information constitutes ‘the intellectual property of other people’. General discussions of this kind may be very helpful in raising students’ awareness of the importance of acknowledging sources properly. The requirement not to plagiarise is presented not as being strictly and unconditionally imposed by the university and departmental regulations, but rather as serving ‘a higher cause’ - the academic community which aims at achieving and maintaining ‘high ethical standards in the pursuit and free dissemination of knowledge’ (Edge Hill). Such discussions may also contribute to the ‘socio-cultural learning’ of international students, and help them to understand and appreciate ‘the Western esteem for independent thinking’ (Fanning, 1992: 167).

Most institutions acknowledged that plagiarism is a ‘serious academic offence’ and expressed their moral attitude referring to it as (intellectual) dishonesty and cheating:

The severity of the penalties imposed for plagiarism stem from the University’s view that learning is a search for truth and that falsehood and deception have no place in this search (University of Leicester). 

You are cheating your fellow students, in that you are seeking equal credit for less work. You are also cheating your tutors, by not fulfilling your part of the unwritten contract which exists between you. But, most of all, you are cheating yourself: university is about learning and about developing your mind and your skills. You won’t achieve any of the true benefits of education if you simply regard the university experience as an exercise in acquiring grades by any means (University of Hertfordshire).

Most guidelines also outlined possible consequences of committing plagiarism, including the institutional penalty procedures. The information of this kind was presented in a rather stern and non-negotiable tone, for example, ‘… the Senate looks gravely upon incidences of plagiarism and is empowered to recommend severe penalties where students are found guilty of plagiarism’ (University College Northampton). 

Most institutions provided some advice on how to avoid plagiarising. This ranged from short one-sentence statements (‘If you reference your work properly, then accidental plagiarism can be easily avoided’ (University of Stirling)) to very extensive and detailed advice given, for example, by the Edge Hill University (the website analysed in this study was actually called ‘Seven Steps to Avoiding Plagiairism’). However, only one institution, the University of Teeside, provided a set of concrete examples of good and bad practice. 

In my analysis of the guidelines I paid special attention to any information acknowledging the complexity and ambiguity of the issue of plagiarism itself, and the difficulty in deciding what constitutes plagiarism and what does not. I also looked out for any comments admitting that it was sometimes difficult to avoid plagiarising. None of the analysed guidelines appeared to acknowledge the problem of identifying a clear borderline between plagiarism and non-plagiarism. However, several guidelines contained quite ‘sympathetic’, student-friendly and/or reassuring comments, which seemed to imply that ‘guarding against plagiarism isn’t all that simple’ (University of Teeside).

Sometimes students can be so weak or under-confident in a subject, again especially early on in their studies, that they really find it difficult to tell what is acceptable borrowing from other sources and what is not. Sometimes, unacceptable degrees of borrowing can occur when a student has not actually intended to engage in unfair practice (University of Wales, Aberystwyth). 

Most ‘plagiarism’ is not deliberate. It is the result of honest students not knowing what is expected of them. Your tutors and other professional staff understand this and will give you all the information and support needed to help you to avoid plagiarism (Edge Hill). 

People who do this do it for various motives. A good and ambitious student might do it because s/he desperately wants a very good degree result, and is doubtful if s/he can achieve that on his/her own; or because there is a course in which s/he is relatively weak. A poor student might do it because s/he has been in the pub when s/he ought to have been working and has no work to submit. Sometimes the motives can be very complex (University of Wales, Aberystwyth).

In the above examples possible reasons for plagiarism are attributed to students’ ignorance, under-confidence, lack of subject knowledge and/or skills, or lack of knowledge of what is expected of them – that is, student-dependent factors. However, none of the institutions listed the complexity of plagiarism as one of its possible causes. 

Along with general guidelines, a content analysis of a selection of departmental guidelines was also carried out in this study. The reasons for this were, firstly, that there were a larger number of plagiarism prevention guidelines available at different departments of most institutions analysed in this study, and secondly, the fact that a number of general university guidelines referred students to their corresponding departmental guidelines. Departmental plagiarism prevention guidelines were found to differ greatly differed to a large extent from department to department and from institution to institution, but their content was similar to that of the general institutional guidelines described above. Some of the departmental guidelines appeared to provide quite extensive information on appropriate referencing of sources and/or exercises and examples of plagiaristic and non-plagiaristic writing. Some departments provided interesting, informative and student-friendly guidelines. For example, a student guide from the Faculty of Computing, Engineering and Advance Technology of Staffordshire University consists of two parts: How to Plagiarise and How NOT to Plagiarise. Due to a larger number of departmental websites available for analysis, I specifically focused on looking for, firstly, any reference to overseas students and, secondly, any mention of the complexity of plagiarism. Unfortunately, none were found.

Conclusion

A brief overview of recent studies suggests that there are many forms of plagiarism and not all are easily identifiable. A number of studies of students’ perceptions and attitudes to plagiarism suggest that students from other cultures might view and conceptualise plagiarism in a different way from that accepted in western academic tradition. The findings from these studies do not yet seem to have informed the advice that is offered to overseas students, however. 

The results of my study suggest that, on the whole, the plagiarism prevention guidelines at British higher education institutions present the phenomenon of plagiarism as something unproblematic and easily defined, whereas in everyday practice there are many grey areas. Although in the recent debate plagiarism has been discussed as a cross-cultural phenomenon none of the institutional websites examined in this study referred explicitly to the needs of the overseas students population.
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Websites Referred to in the Paper

(in the order they appear in the text)

	Institution
	Website 
	URL
	Access Date

	University College Northampton
	Statement on Plagiarism
	http://www.northampton.ac.uk/aboutus_studentcode_plagiairism.php
	12/02/04

	University of Teeside 
	Plagiarism
	http://dissc.tees.ac.uk/plagiarism/Plagiarism-Print.htm
	03/03/04

	University of Wales, Aberystwyth
	University Statement on Plagiarism
	http://www.dils.aber.ac.uk/dils/UG_HanfBook/Plagiarism.htm
	22/02/04

	Edge Hill College of Higher Education


	Seven Steps to Avoiding Plagiairism
	http://www.edgehill.ac.uk/tld/student/7steps/7stepsplag.htm
	23/02/04

	University of Leicester
	University Statement on Academic Honesty
	http://www.le.ac.uk/hi/handbook/old/first/plagiairism.html
	27/02/04

	University of Hertfordshire
	A Note on Plagiarism
	http://www.herts.ac.uk/envstrat/HILP/gradskill/communication/wplag.htm
	05/02/04

	University of Stirling
	Plagiarism
	http://www.library.stir.ac.uk/refdesk/refer.html#plag
	22/02/04

	Staffordshire University
	How to Plagiarise and How NOT to Plagiarise
	http://www.soc.staffs.ac.uk/gis1/Student%20Guide%20%20to%20Plagiarism%20Sept2003.doc
	24/02/04


� ‘The Sunday Times University League Table’. The Sunday Times, Sept. 14, 2003.
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