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What is Plagiarism? 
 

Everyone knows that plagiarism is something to be avoided, but not everyone is sure 

precisely what it is. This short booklet is designed to help students to understand 

more fully what plagiarism is, and equally important, how to avoid it. 

 

Plagiarism is a specific form of cheating which is almost wholly found in respect of 

course assignments completed by students independently. The University has a 

definition of plagiarism: 
 

The substantial, unacknowledged incorporation into a student’s work of material 

derived from the work (published or unpublished) of another. “Work” includes internet 

sources. 

 

Examples of plagiarism include: 

• the inclusion in a student’s work of extracts from another person’s work without 

the use of quotation marks and/or acknowledgement of the source(s); 

• the summarising of another person’s work without acknowledgement; 

• the substantial and unauthorised use of the ideas of another person without 

acknowledgement; 

• copying or printing the work of another student with or without  that student’s 

knowledge or agreement. 

• University Academic Regulations, C9. 2.8 
 
 
Chambers Dictionary defines a plagiarist as a kind of thief – “one who steals the 

thoughts or writings of others and gives them out as his [sic] own”. When this is also 

used for gain – in the University to gain credits for a module or modules – then an 

additional dimension of dishonesty is added.  

 

As the examples above show, plagiarism can take many forms. There are grey areas 

e.g. when is discussion with fellow students good practice and when does it become 

collusion? There are also degrees of plagiarism, from, for example, copying the 

whole of the assignment, to copying only part of it; or paraphrasing much of a source 

rather than copying the actual words used. 
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The key element of a submitted assignment is that (unless it is assessed as a group 

project) it should be your own work entirely. How can you tell? Try testing yourself 

against this declaration signed by students when they submit their assignments. 

 

"I certify that this is my own work. The work has not, in whole or in part, been 

presented elsewhere for assessment. Where material has been used from other 

sources it has been properly acknowledged. If this statement is untrue I acknowledge 

that I will have committed an assessment offence. 

I also certify that I have retained a copy of this assignment, which I will keep until 

after the Board of Examiners has published results, and which I will make available 

on request". 

 
The rest of this short booklet gives you more information on plagiarism and how to 

avoid it. 
 

Why Shouldn’t I plagiarise? 
 
There are many reasons why students plagiarise, for example: 

• not being fully aware of what plagiarism is 

• short-term panic response when an assignment is due and time is short 

• feeling a desperate need not to be seen as a failure and so copying to try to 

ensure “success” 

• different academic traditions. 

 

Sometimes, of course, plagiarism is a determined and deliberate attempt to 

gain the credits for the module without doing the work. 

 

Whatever the reason, though, plagiarism is nevertheless cheating. It is not only 

cheating the University but, probably more importantly for your fellow students, it is 

cheating them. But there are more reasons that the negative ones (cheating others, 

unfairness, and possibly discovery and disciplinary action) for not plagiarising. 

Essentially, plagiarism is also cheating yourself and letting yourself down. 
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The Students Union at LMU is whole-heartedly against the practice of plagiarism. It is 

well aware of the injustice of some students sitting up all night, possibly after working 

during the day, to complete an assignment; while others decide simply to try to 

download the answers from the internet. One makes a massive effort, the other 

makes no effort at all.  
 
Positive Reasons for Not Plagiarising 
 

Pride in Your Work 

Students should be able to take pride in their work and in the achievements they 

have attained. There is considerable satisfaction in knowing that the work you have 

submitted is your own, and the marks obtained reflect your own effort. There can be 

little real satisfaction in knowing that your mark (however good) was because you 

were a good cheat, rather than a good student. 

 

Real Level of Attainment 

It is possible that someone might plagiarise widely and not be discovered throughout 

their University career. But they will not really have learned anything. The discovery 

that their apparent attainment does not match their real abilities will then become 

apparent when they find a job. In the end this could lead to dismissal and the 

termination of a career.   

 

UK Academic Traditions 

It is important to recognise that plagiarism as described here is what is understood in 

UK Academic Institutions. Rules which may apply anywhere else are simply not 

relevant here. So, it is not valid to offer as a reason for plagiarism traditions which 

may operate elsewhere. Check the details of the next section to ensure that you are 

fully aware of what constitutes plagiarism in the UK so that you don’t end up 

unwittingly being found to have plagiarised and therefore unable to be awarded any 

credits for your module or modules. If in doubt – ask your tutor before you submit the 

assignment! 
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Plagiarism in Practice – what is it? 
 
Plagiarism takes many forms. Some of the more common are identified here. 

 

1. Copying from a single source 

This is where the student uses one of the following as the basis for the whole or a 

substantial part of the assignment: 

• a published book 

• a published article 

• the internet 

• an essay from an essay bank 

• a piece of work previously submitted by another student for the same or a similar 

assignment 

• copying from a text which is about to be submitted for the same assignment (see 

also Collusion below) 
 

Note that this list is comprised of both published and unpublished sources. The first 

three are published, the second three are not. Plagiarism therefore is not copying 

from published sources only. It can also arise from the copying of unpublished 

sources like essays. 

 

Where substantial copying takes place the words, arrangement of material and ideas 

are those of the source, not the student, and the work rarely answers the questions 

set. Where plagiarism is of this nature and extent it is very difficult to see how it could 

have been accidental, (especially if the text were derived from an essay bank or 

previous submission) and therefore it is viewed very seriously indeed. This kind of 

plagiarism is also increasingly detectable with modern software. 
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5. How do I know when to include a reference in my work? 

When you are writing an essay or completing a similar kind of assignment it is not 

always necessary to include a reference to everything you say. If that were so, your 

work would be more references than substance. When you give a reference is partly 

a matter of judgement, and conventions will vary from one discipline to another. 

 

This example from an English history assignment gives a good indication of when 

you would and would not give a source reference. The sentence “The Battle of 

Hastings was fought in the south of England in 1066” would not need references to 

where you obtained the information, because it is very well known and is not 

contentious. 

 

However, if you then wish to discuss the various opinions of historians on the conduct 

and outcome of that battle, then you should reference the source e.g. ‘Spring 

considers that the Norman tactics were misguided but ultimately successful (Spring, 

1998) while Summer has long argued that it was only the exhaustion of the Anglo-

Saxon forces which permitted the Norman victory (Summer, 1992).’ You might then 

continue; ‘A more modern view has recently been expressed by Winter (2002) which 

regards both these views as too simplistic and I want to consider her ideas in more 

detail here’. Note here, the way that you have moved from simply stating what 

scholars might think about this battle, to how you are going to consider and deal with 

their views. In this part of the essay it will then be clear to what extent you have relied 

on the information and views in this particular source, and which views are your own.   

 

6. Your Lecturer’s Views 

It is a common assumption that your lecturer wants you to repeat his or her views in 

your assignment, especially if these have been published in a book or article. Try to 

remember that this is not the case. All lecturers want you to use the sources 

suggested in the reading list (including their own if relevant), but they want you to use 

them constructively to answer the question, or complete the assignment. They do not 

want you simply to repeat the views contained in their own works. 

 

7. The Textbook 
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If a lecturer recommends a textbook, then obviously he or she wants you to read it. 

But, as above, they do not want you to copy it out when completing an assignment. 

Once again, the idea is to use the information constructively. You want to show that 

you have understood the issues and concepts involved, but in order to show that you 

have understood them, there has to be clear input from you. This cannot be there if 

you simply copy out the text of the textbook, however good this is. 

 

If it helps you to avoid doing this – remember that your lecturer will have read the 

textbook and will therefore be very likely to spot direct copying. 

 

8. Collusion 

To avoid suspicion of collusion you are advised to do the following: 

• have any discussions and sharing of ideas before you start completing the 

assignment 

• do not ask to look at anyone else’s assignment and do not show yours to anyone 

else if they ask to see it 

• remember that if sequence, style and content are very similar between two pieces 

of work it will lead the lecturer to wonder whether there has been collusion; 

• remember that there are now electronic devices available to test for linguistic 

similarity between two pieces of work. 

 

9. Copying from the Web or purchasing essays 

There is only one simple piece of advice here – do not do this. You may know some 

fellow student who has done so and “got away with it”. However, remember, that 

such a student may not have similar “success” next time, and that even if he or she 

has been successful in passing off work which is not their own, it does not mean that 

you will be. Students who have been found to have downloaded or purchased work 

will not only automatically fail that module or modules, but will also seriously risk their 

career in the University being terminated by being required to withdraw from their 

course. 
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Conclusions 
 
Plagiarism – identification 
In this booklet we have tried to identify how students may plagiarise without being 

fully aware that they are doing so. In doing so we have also given you some 

indications of how lecturers might recognise that the work is not your own. 

 

Electronic Detection 

There are now various and increasingly sophisticated electronic aids to assist 

lecturers who may be in doubt about the originality of work submitted. These include 

programmes which look at linguistic similarities and others which can identify when 

essays have been bought from websites. 

 

Essentially however clever web-packages or essay purchase schemes may be, there 

will be software which is able to detect it – and in such a case it is hard to imagine 

any acceptable explanation. 

 

Various detection programmes will be in use in the University from 2003, 

and on some modules all assignments will be automatically checked 

against one or more of these programmes. 

 

 

Penalties 
Regrettably, however, plagiarism does occur. The University does have penalties for 

students who plagiarise and it will use them. The relevant regulations and procedures 

will be used to investigate the suspicion of plagiarism and if plagiarism is held to have 

taken place, various penalties can be imposed, up to requiring a student to withdraw 

from the University. 

We hope that this short booklet has assisted you both to identify what you should not 

do and helped you towards good practice which would avert the risk of plagiarism. 
 

The Best Approach 
The best approach is to ensure that you have not plagiarised in the first place. The 

advice contained in this booklet will help you to do this. 
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If you feel in doubt, look again at the declaration at the start of the booklet. If you 

think you have not quite met the requirements of this kind of declaration – look at 

your work again before you submit it, and make sure that it is wholly your own work. 

If you still feel in doubt – ask your tutor before you submit the assignment. 

 

If you follow this advice should be able to avoid any risk of the work being thought of 

as plagiarised and you will be able to take pride in achievements which have been 

produced by your effort alone. 

 

Other Sources of Help 
 
Skills For Learning 
Skills for Learning is the University’s aid to many aspects of the Learning process. To 

find the site, go to the University Home Page, click Leeds Met Students, and then 

click Skills for Learning. 

 

Plagiarism 

Skills for Learning has a section on plagiarism (go to the index under P). This 

includes a survey of plagiarism and also a self-test which you can take to find out 

whether you might be plagiarising. 

 

Referencing 

If you are unsure about how to reference Skills for Learning also has a section on 

Referencing (go to the index under R). This is Quote, Unquote, the Learning Centre’s 

guide to the Harvard Style of Referencing Published Material, including electronic 

information. This can also be purchased in paper form. Quote, Unquote gives full 

advice on references; citations, including web-site citations; bibliographies etc. 
 
Glossary 
 
Here are some key terms, which are explained in Quote, Unquote . 

 

Citing Formally recognising in your text the source or sources from which you 

obtained the information. An example has already been given in this booklet on p. 7: 

‘Spring considers that the Norman tactics were misguided but ultimately successful 
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(Spring, 1998) while Summer has long argued that it was only the exhaustion of the 

Anglo-Saxon forces which permitted the Norman victory (Summer, 1992).’  

 

Citation This is the act of quoting. It means the passage or words which you 

have directly taken from a source and reproduced in your text. The source of the 

quote should always be given with it. 

 

Bibliography This is literally a list of books, but it now means a list of all  the sources 

which you have used in completing the assignment, including electronic sources. 

Quote, Unquote gives examples of how you would list all major sources. 

 

Reference This is the detailed description of the item from which you have 

obtained a specific piece of information. So, in the fictitious example above, you 

would place in your bibliography the details of the work as Spring, A.B. (1998) The 

Norman Conquest: new approaches. Clarendon Press, Oxford. 
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