
Academic Honesty and 
Plagiarism

Mark Hampton
Associate Dean (Undergraduate 

Studies), Faculty of Arts



Overview

• The importance of academic honesty, and 
consequences of plagiarism

• Myths about plagiarism
• My goal today



Academic Honesty

• RPGs and expectations of originality
• Professionalism and reputation
• Un-intentional plagiarism and the importance 

of good note-taking habits



Myth #1

• So long as I change it into my own words, it’s 
not plagiarism

• Variation: The definition of plagiarism is “5 
consecutive words copied directly without 
quotation marks/ attribution”



Correction

• Plagiarism can involve the appropriation of 
someone else’s words without attribution… or 
their ideas without attribution

• “Changing it into your own words” (i.e., 
paraphrasing or even summarizing) doesn’t 
eliminate the need to identify sources



Myth #2

• If there’s a clear footnote or parenthetical 
citation, then that means it isn’t plagiarism; 
it’s axiomatic!



Correction

• Students routinely plagiarize footnotes/ 
bibliographies

• Professionalism: a citation (footnote/ 
parenthetical) is a claim.
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Presentation Notes
A claim to have personally consulted the source being cited.
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Presentation Notes
So: the student got all of this from a textbook, or, more likely, an online encyclopedia. So the student thinks… This is frowned on; I need the professor to think this is well researched, so I need some footnotes…
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Let me be very clear here: in some cases the student may actually steal a correct footnote that actually matches the information. I’ll show an example later. But students may also simply throw in a footnote on the assumption that you won’t check. I have often found entirely faked footnotes; when I look at the cited source, it is, indeed, about Churchill, but it doesn’t say anything like what is in the student’s paragraph









Myth #3

• The Turnitin “similarity index” tells us 
something important
– This point has relevance to you as a student, and

because you may soon be teaching or at least 
marking for your Department



Correction

• The “similarity index” only identifies exact 
word matches– not paraphrases, summaries, 
or translations

• A significant number of exact word matches 
are absolutely innocent (e.g., “In this article, 
the author argues that…”)

• Sadly: Turnitin does not spare you from 
exercising subjective professional judgment
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Not a good paper, but not plagiarized. This one had a score of 35%, but after I excluded quotations and bibliography it dropped to 33%. Note the confusion between double quotations and single quotations: it didn’t filter the single quotations as quotations. The 17% match is simply an online copy of the whole book from which she is quoting, in this case the Bible. So *any* quotation she makes from the book, whatsoever, is going to match. The rest are citations that appear in footnotes, where she is simply repeating over and over again the full citation of the source she correctly uses.
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Note the highlighted words. Mostly, this is just citations, but the citations match others out there in the wider world. In the context of reading the paper, it is clear that the student has actually engaged with these readings; this isn’t like the case of the made-up Churchill paper above. A “similarity index” of 18 that is still 12 even after excluding quotes and bibliography may seem relatively high– NOT as high as the 33% I just showed you, but still high– but there’s nothing fishy about this paper.
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Now this one, unfortunately, I can no longer access on Turnitin. But this one is a clear case of plagiarism and the point to note is that it had a LOW Turnitin originality score. It was in the low single digits.

Notice that the words really do sound like a student’s own words– and not one of our better students, but maybe an average student. But this is plagiarized. Virtually the whole paper is plagiarized. Again– a low single digits Turnitin score, but almost entirely plagiarized.
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These sources– see notes 3 and 4 in particular– are exactly the ones cited in the Wikipedia article. In other words, the student claims to have gotten this information from exactly those sources, and the Wikipedia article claims to have gotten the very same information from the very same sources. That struck me as highly improbable.  And in my office, the student acknowledged that he had never read any of these sources.

I will also point out that the assignment was a very bounded one: I had asked the students to use a specific piece of assigned reading from class, and just 2 scholarly journal articles. And suddenly a student who rarely came to class was claiming to have used a wide range of books, i.e., doing far more work than was even required… and just coincidentally used exactly the same sources to provide exactly the same information that the Wikipedia article did.

Again, this paper didn’t have a very high “similarity index”.

So, again, you can’t straightforwardly rely on Turnitin; you need to put in a bit more work, and rely on professional judgment.



Recap

• From your “student” point of view
– Understand the expectations of originality, 

professionalism
– Develop good note-taking habits in order to avoid 

“unintentional plagiarism”
• From a teacher’s point of view

– Don’t over-rely on software
– Don’t over-rely on the negative (“policing”) approach
– Promote culture of independent thinking, not copy-

and-pasting
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Presentation Notes
You have to do some of the legwork yourself; Turnitin won’t solve your problems.
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