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Abstract  
 
The role of plagiarism education is being increasingly highlighted as a key area of 
learning good academic practice, but to date, few case studies have focused on 
international

1 
postgraduate students‟ experiences of plagiarism education. Therefore, 

this study examines the experiences of eight Asian and North African international 
students at the end of Master‟s degrees at a UK university. In addition, interviews with 
their postgraduate tutors were made in order to gather further insights. The students 
and tutors reported different understandings of the university‟s plagiarism definition 
and problems with the availability of plagiarism education. Students reported that 
support was limited and they had many concerns about plagiarism; tutors reported 
that they lacked time or thought instruction should be provided elsewhere. At the 
same time, the tutors recognised that they required students to use sources at a high 
level.  Interviews were also made with a number of global plagiarism education 
experts, who called for a greater focus on learning rather than just following 
regulations, less outsourcing of the problem, and more awareness about the 
tendency to connect international students with plagiarism. The study emphasises the 
need for more attention to plagiarism definitions and to international students‟ 
experiences of plagiarism education through continuous pedagogical support during 
their study. 

 
Introduction 

 
It has been well established in recent research that learning to use sources 
appropriately is a difficult, confusing and long process (Chanock, 2008; Davis & 
Carroll, 2009; McCulloch, 2012). This is especially, though by no means exclusively, 
true for international postgraduate students who have learnt different academic 
conventions in undergraduate degrees in other settings (Braine, 2002) and have to 
adapt to new ones very quickly (McGowan, 2005). Despite the attention drawn to 
problems with plagiarism, it seems there is still not enough pedagogical support with 
source use (Murray & Kirton, 2006). In a UK study, Bennett (2005) also confirmed 
that tutors tend to think that international students plagiarise more and are more likely 
to be caught; this is especially the case when tutors notice a change in discourse 
style from the students‟ current level demonstrated elsewhere to one more expert or 
highly academic (Bull et al., 2001). 
 
In this context of problems related to plagiarism and international students, a growing 
body of research is emerging which calls for a prioritisation of plagiarism education. 
Carroll (2007) has promoted the holistic approach, involving all stakeholders in the 
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learning process, deterring plagiarism through better task design and using many 
means to teach good practice through varied input, practice and engagement. 
Plagiarism education also involves a discussion of the grey areas of plagiarism 
(Sutherland-Smith, 2008), and what Howard (2008) calls the „pluralising‟ of plagiarism 
through debate and engagement, rather than exclusively through the application of 
university regulations. Pecorari (2008) adds to this argument by highlighting the 
complexity of plagiarism, and the many factors affecting it, including linguistic level, 
educational background, understanding of conventions and confidence with academic 
literacy.  
 

Studies of how universities define plagiarism have shown some important differences 
and possible problems for students. In a survey by Pecorari (2001) of 54 universities 
in the US, UK and Australia, the main differences found in the definitions were related 
to the amount of detail, whether plagiarism was considered intentional or not, and how 

readily available the information appeared to be. In a similar study by Sutherland-
Smith (2008) of university policies in Australia, Canada, the US, England, New 
Zealand and China, definitions ranged from graded levels of plagiarism, a focus on 
copying words and the presence of intentionality. Price (2009) made an extensive 
study of the perceptions of staff and students regarding one UK university‟s policies 
and penalties, and found some differences and problems for students, including 
insufficient attention drawn to the policies and possible misunderstandings. Therefore, 
this study builds on Price‟s by further exploring the perceptions of staff and students 
at another UK university about the plagiarism definition, and examining their 
experiences of plagiarism education. It focuses on the specific experiences of 
international postgraduate students, and for further insights, the study also aims to 
compare and contextualise their views with those of their tutors, and a number of 
globally known experts in plagiarism education.  
 

Methodology  

 
The study took place at Oxford Brookes University, UK, and was approved by the 
University Research Ethics Committee at this institution. The eight student 
participants in this study were from China, Japan, Sri Lanka and Algeria. Only 
international students were chosen for this study, as they currently make up the 
largest group of postgraduate students at the institution. I aimed to examine their 
views and experiences in order to establish how well they understood the university 
definition, and how effective their plagiarism education appeared to be. I also wanted 
to investigate the perception, wrongly, or rightly, that tutors associate problems of 
plagiarism with international students.  
 
At the time of the study, they had completed a Pre-Master‟s programme of English for 
Academic Purposes (EAP) and were at the final dissertation stage of Master‟s 
degrees in business, technology or social science. Eight tutors who taught on the 
students‟ Master‟s programmes were also interviewed. Extracts from the student and 
tutor participant interviews will be analysed in relation to the following four areas: 
understandings of the university definition of plagiarism, tutor requirements of student 
source use, perceptions of plagiarism education, and perceptions of a link between 
international students and plagiarism. For anonymity of participants, students will be 
referred to as S1–8 and postgraduate tutors as T1–8.  
 
As an adjunct to this data and in order to gain further insights into the current issues, 
four  well-known experts in plagiarism education were interviewed via Skype. These 
experts were chosen based on their prominent and global-reaching research into 
plagiarism education. They agreed to their names being used in this study: Jude 
Carroll from Oxford Brookes University, UK, Diane Pecorari from Mälardalen 
University
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, Sweden, Rebecca Moore Howard from Syracuse University, USA and 

Wendy Sutherland-Smith from Deakin University, Australia. 

 

© International Journal for Educational Integrity Vol. 8 No. 2 December, 2012 pp. 21–33 ISSN 1833-2595  



23 © International Journal for Educational Integrity Vol. 2 No. 2 December 2006 pp. xx-xx  ISSN 1833-2595  

Findings 

 

1. Understandings of the university definition of plagiarism 

 

The definition provided by the university in student programme guides is “Plagiarism - 
taking or using another person‟s thoughts, writings or inventions as your own” (Oxford 
Brookes University, 2012).  In their responses, students indicated some problems with 
this definition:  
 

S1: It didn‟t mention …what exactly is the plagiarism but it said it‟s using 
another‟s thoughts, actually we do it, in our study, we always [use] people‟s 
knowledge, so maybe [it] should write „you should always reference the authors 
when you [use] their words‟. 
 
S2: This is not really a good definition because when you [write] something, you 
should take or use another‟s sorts of information or writings, but you have to 
mention who [has] written this and put the full reference. 
 
S3: Maybe it should add something more… like „without citation‟ and mention 
where is the source from. 
 
S5: I don‟t think it‟s clear because if I make clear citation or reference, so it‟s not 
taking or using another person‟s ideas, the statement of this definition is not 
plagiarism. 
 
S7: So every single report or you know, dissertation or essay, must be based on 
the other people‟s writing or thoughts so if someone says like this, „taking or 
using another person‟s thoughts, we can‟t‟, this means we can‟t use other 
person‟s thoughts, but we have to use [them]. 
 

The students thought that the definition should say that plagiarism was taking sources 
„without citation‟. They did not comment about the expression „as your own‟ and seem 
to have overlooked, or not to have understood this part of the definition. Several 
students interpreted this definition to mean that they could not use sources, which 
indicates that they did not understand the wording of the definition. It seemed to be 
presenting them with a dilemma, as they knew they had to use sources, but thought 
that this definition was telling them they could not use sources. In contrast, some 
tutors responded with positive views: 
 

T1: It‟s quite simple and it gets through the issue that it‟s actually perceivable as 
your own view. I guess it helps to pick up those people who have just cut and 
pasted and put it in as their own work.   
 
T3: I have never really thought about it. I quite like it, it is a nice simple one, that 
covers the range of things that people may think about as plagiarism. 
 
T4: That seems right to me. 
 

These views from tutors indicate that they found the definition „simple‟ and „right‟, 
while none of the student participants saw it in this way. However, some tutors did 
point out problems with the definition, such as aspects they felt were missing: 
 

T1: I don‟t think it entirely captures everything, because I think when you think 
about what is happening there, I think there is a suggestion that something is 
morally wrong,  often what lies behind everybody‟s tension about the whole idea 
of plagiarism is that there is an intention to do something This is a sanitised 
version of plagiarism, because plagiarism, as I would understand, a dictionary 
definition of it would be something where there was a conscious intent or 
conscious knowledge of what one was doing. 
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T2: I think there needs to be a distinguishing between deliberate and non-
deliberate, accidental plagiarism.  
 
T5: There would need to be examples given to follow on from that.   
 
T7: Do you know what, something that stands out for me, and it‟s never ever 
made me realise it, that it‟s got „another person‟s‟, as if taking from a group‟s 
„thoughts, writings and inventions‟ isn‟t so much of an issue. 
 

Thus, tutors highlighted the need for the definition to take in the factors of group 
authors, the intention to plagiarise and some examples to explain it. However, none of 
the tutors suggested including „without citation‟, as the students did. One word in the 
definition was commented on by the tutors, which was „inventions‟: 
 

T1: The use of the word „inventions‟ is obviously difficult…, because we are not in 
an environment where we are using inventions. 
 
T2: International students may question „inventions‟.  
 
T5: [International students] might find „inventions‟ a little bit, „what does 
inventions mean?‟. 
 
T7: I think for students… working in sciences or technology, they would 
understand „inventions‟, but would a business school student understand 
inventions? 

 
Thus, some tutors were concerned about the word „inventions‟ because they felt it did 
not fit the disciplinary environment for business and that international students would 
not understand it. In fact, some international students also commented that they were 
unclear about it.  
 

S3: What‟s the meaning about „inventions‟? 
 
S7: „Inventions‟? Not as clear as „thoughts and writings‟. 

 

The use of the word „inventions‟ in the definition thus provoked some concern for both 
students and tutors, but it seemed more important for the tutors, who tended to 
examine the definition word by word, while students looked at what was missing in the 
definition.  
 

It is essential for students to understand university definitions of plagiarism. However, 
regardless of the definition used, as one of the expert interviewees, Wendy 
Sutherland-Smith, argues, plagiarism education is about more than following 
regulations: 
 

 One of the biggest challenges is the need to reclaim the area of plagiarism 
education in terms of teaching and learning, and take back that turf in the area 
of learning and teaching, so to move it out of punitive, punishing wrongdoers, 
that whole sort of find and catch, detect and punish, carrot and stick kind of 
thing and take it back to – so what are the students going to learn from this? 

 

In this way, Wendy Sutherland-Smith highlights the need to move away from what 
students should not do, and look more at what they should do. The next section will 
focus on perceptions of what tutors required students to do with source use.   
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2. Tutor requirements of students’ source use 

 

The student participants pointed out some of the approaches to source use that their 
tutors required them to take:  
 

S2: The tutor of this module said he didn‟t like quotation…he said quotation is not 
really good, so. He said „just if you really want to say something from this book, 
you just try to use your own words, so try not to use quotation‟, so I didn‟t use. 
 
S4: My supervisor required me to do this, to use journal articles as my main 
source, so I use journal articles as my major source.  
 
S8: I printed some of journals like that and then I showed them to my tutor, and 
asked if it was OK to use them, were they credible.  
 

These responses indicate that students tried to follow their tutor‟s advice and 
requirements, including their individual preferences, such as „he didn‟t like quotation…
so I didn‟t use‟. The students‟ comments reveal that they were concerned with 
selecting sources and use of quotations. In contrast, the tutor participants commented 
on complex skills in source use which they expected students to be able to 
demonstrate: 
 

T1: We want them to critically evaluate the information they find. To debate 
issues, and as they progress through the programme, to increase that ability to 
debate, so that when they get to something like the dissertation, they are 
comfortable with the issue of debating, especially in the literature review, so 
within that debating, we will be comparing, contrasting different perspectives that 
writers will have in relation to a theory, a model, about how an organisation has 
been successful or perhaps why an organisation has failed. Not everyone may 
agree on those things. So linked also into that is the ability to synthesise 
information from that pool of resources that they‟ve looked at. …We say „we want 
you to think independently, we want you to challenge the theories, the models, 
the concepts‟. 
 
T5: Our overall expectation at Master‟s level obviously is that students are using 
the sources effectively, not copying and pasting these sources in, but using them 
to develop and build arguments.  
 
T3: We expect them to use the Harvard referencing system pretty much 
perfectly, so we pretty much expect that the moment they submit their first proper 
assessed bit of coursework that they can use the referencing system correctly, 
that means the whole shebang, so if they have made quotes, that they are in 
quotation marks with page numbers, that references at the end are properly 
formatted.  

 

These comments indicate that the tutors had very high expectations of students‟ 
ability to use sources. They considered students should be able to critically evaluate 
what they read, build their own arguments, use the referencing system perfectly, be 
comfortable with debate, and synthesise information. On the demands for 
international students to use sources at this level, Rebecca Moore Howard gave the 
following view:  
 

First of all, what we are asking international students to do is ridiculous, it‟s not 
possible. Unless there is some way to sort of inject vocabulary into international 
students, you know, it is not a question of them just knowing the rules, but it is a 
question of them acquiring the facility with English to allow them to do anything 
but cut and paste and patchwrite. 
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Thus, Rebecca Moore Howard‟s very strong argument makes clear that the 
requirement to use sources in sophisticated ways can be unrealistic for some 
international students, if they have a smaller vocabulary range or are unable to 
construct complex sentences to adequately express their ideas.  
 
The next section goes on to examine the availability of plagiarism education. 

 

3. Perceptions of plagiarism education 

 
With regard to the teaching context of plagiarism education, tutors were asked how 
they taught students about source use and avoiding plagiarism. 
 

T3: We do work during the induction, we do work with the Academic Conduct 
Officer in the first week of the course, and on one of the modules we do a 
formative assessment where they get to practise and we correct that. 
 
T5: That‟s partly done in our induction and partly done in our early Personal 
Development Planning module as well, and Harvard reference guide. 
 
T6: They get a little bit on induction, but then we have the research methods 
module whose sole purpose is to support them through the dissertation process, 
through the research process. They also take Personal Development and 
Leadership, in semester 1. That‟s really focusing on academic literacies and 
academic inquiry skills.  

 

In these comments, tutors highlight the induction week as key input for plagiarism 
education, and mention other instruction: in the personal development and research 
methods modules, and through formative assessment. Therefore, the tutors‟ view 
seems to be that a considerable amount of input is provided. However, the students‟ 
perceptions of the plagiarism education available were very different. 
 

S5: When you start your Master‟s degree, nobody [tells] you anything about 
plagiarism. Well we‟ve got one session about this, but it‟s in the main theatre, 
and nobody really cares about this, so some people are sleeping. I mean, they‟re 
gonna tell you about plagiarism and referencing once or twice but that‟s it, they‟re 
gonna move on.  
 
S6: In the first semester they gave us like a guideline about the issues about 
paraphrasing, especially about the issues about how to cite and how to write your 
bibliography, especially this one, they emphasise a lot on this one, just how it 
needs to be. We had a kind of workshop on that, maybe once, twice. The second 
semester, we are expected to do these things more properly, to use the 
guidelines much more properly, they are not going to tell you how again, 
basically I mean, you are supposed to know.  

 

These comments show that students felt they received very little instruction or advice 
about plagiarism on their Master‟s programmes, and after the initial induction and one 
or two workshops, they felt they were „supposed to know‟. Some tutors gave other 
views about the support available:  
 

T4: They do that in semester 1 and in that they are taught all of those sorts of 
things, you know, they are taught how to cite, how to quote and so on, and 
actually how to find literature and sources. So I simply say, „Right, that is what 
you have been taught, this is what you must do‟. 

 

Thus, T4 considers that plagiarism education takes place before they teach the 
student, at an early stage of the Master‟s course, and therefore, by their reasoning, is 
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not the tutor‟s responsibility. On the other hand, T7 believed plagiarism education to 
be important, but gave another reason not to teach it: 
 

T7: This won‟t be a surprise to any academic, but we just don‟t have that time to 
sit and have that time with students, and when you do, it‟s so great for you 
because you see that kind of excitement and understanding, and things all 
slotting into place, their studies start to make sense and that is so important. To 
me, formative feedback is the most important thing, but it‟s also the hardest thing 
to do, because you just don‟t have the time to do it, it isn‟t scheduled. 

 

T7 acknowledges the importance of plagiarism education but feels there is no time to 
provide it. However, some tutors clearly did not want to provide support: 
 

T1: Some students will try, and get completely lost in trying to paraphrase, 
because they then run into grammatical structure issues and then you‟ll, as a 
marker, you are trying to read through this, and I just don‟t understand what this 
paragraph indicates and recently, I‟ve said „I think you need to go to Oxford 
Brookes International‟.  
 
T2: It is not part of the normal module leader‟s role to say „We are now going to 
tell you about sourcing and referencing‟, you know, because we‟ve got stuff to 
teach. How much there is on sourcing and so on, I wouldn‟t like to say, nor when 
it appears in the syllabus.  

 

These comments seem to show that tutors felt it was not their responsibility to provide 
plagiarism education, and that the problem could be sent to another, more appropriate 
department, such as EAP. Jude Carroll commented on the tendency for tutors to 
direct students elsewhere: 
 

I think that it‟s very easy to ghettoise plagiarism as an issue, so it‟s very easy to 
send it to student support, it‟s very easy to send it to English language support 
people, it‟s very easy to send it to first year any sort of study skills type of people. 
It‟s very easy to ghettoise it and there‟s a very strong temptation amongst 
academics, who are just bombarded, to say „Could I just send this student away 
to be fixed, and when this student is (what I used to call) „oven ready‟, send them 
back to me and then I‟ll teach them‟. That attitude has not gone away, it really 
hasn‟t. The „oven ready‟ student is every academic‟s dream. 

 

Jude Carroll‟s perception that tutors prefer an „oven ready‟ student who has been 
given plagiarism education elsewhere reflects the problems of time pressure and 
heavy workloads for many tutors, as voiced by T7 above. 
 

Students reported worries and concerns about plagiarism, especially with their final 
Master‟s dissertations. Some of these concerns show gaps in their knowledge of how 
to use sources and a lack of confidence in their strategies.  
 

S1: When I [write], I try to change every word I use, make sure it‟s different from 
the other authors‟ work and maybe sometimes I will ask my tutor to check it with 
their system, if it is possible. 
 

In this extract, S1 explains the extent of their laborious safety strategy to avoid 
plagiarism by changing every word of source text, and even recounts that they also 
asked their tutor to make a check, presumably through Turnitin, before submission. 
S3 also looked for tutor support: 
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S3: I try to make all my sources which I arrange more [logically] but sometimes I 
still confused about where I can say my idea and where I should just use other 
people‟s words. I try to contact with my supervisor and want to have some 
support from him. 

 

S3‟s main concern here is about where to use their own words and ideas, and where 
to use those from sources. It seems unexpected that at the dissertation writing stage, 
the student still had quite basic questions about using sources. Similarly, S7 had 
doubts about source use: 
 

S7: About Master‟s dissertation – I‟m quite worry about it because most of the 
source is from the internet and I‟m not sure if it‟s the right opinion, if it‟s the 
academic opinion or not.  

 

S7 was concerned about whether using internet sources was acceptable. This student 
seemed to have a limited understanding of how to engage with sources, as they were 
looking for „the right opinion‟. Thus, they did not appear able to undertake the critical 
evaluation required by their tutor (see comment by T1 in the „Tutor requirements‟ 
section).  S2 voiced even stronger concerns: 
 

S2: I‟ve got a question, is it really so strict, in the uni, this problem about 
plagiarism? I mean not the very obvious plagiarism, just copy or just take another 
dissertation, another work as your own. I mean like if you just copied something, 
a paragraph, then you didn‟t give the citation or something, if you did that, then 
you will fail, is the question I‟ve got. So I‟m worried about that, that‟s why I‟m 
asking myself, different tutors, they have different opinions, so maybe this tutor, 
he will say „That‟s fine‟ if you do it, and another tutor say, „You can‟t do that‟. The 
first year, I mean, I was studying here, I was very cautious about this problem, 
but now this year, nobody mention about this problem in all my assignments. So 
that‟s why, I ask myself that question, if they don‟t mind, or they just didn‟t 
mention, or they didn‟t find I‟ve got some problem, I don‟t know. I want some 
feedback so that would make me know I shouldn‟t do that, or I can‟t do it, but 
now, I‟m lost, like.  

 

This very powerful account from S2 reflects quite an extreme level of anxiety and 
hopelessness, ending in „I‟m lost‟. S2‟s comment that „different tutors, they have 
different opinions‟ reflects this student‟s view that there is inconsistency between 
tutors about plagiarism. The reasons for this cannot easily be assumed, but it is 
possible that their tutors came from different backgrounds or education systems, or 
understood plagiarism differently. The comment also highlights the need for greater 
availability of support from tutors about avoiding plagiarism. Surprisingly then, the 
tutor participants indicated that they readily supported students who had problems: 
 

T5: We say „If you‟ve got any doubts about what you are doing and how you do 
it, please come and talk to us as the research methods module leaders‟, and 
people do. 
 
T6: You have to be really ready to support them. And they won‟t come to you for 
support either, so you have to be on the ball and aware and trying to diagnose 
problems.  

 

These indications of support available from tutors do not seem to match the student 
perceptions of support, nor the studies that suggest that tutors have no time in their 
workload to offer this support. 
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4. Perceptions of a connection between international students and plagiarism  

Some tutor participants commented on their perceptions of a connection between 
international students and plagiarism:          
 

T2: All the most serious examples of plagiarism that I personally have come 
across have been from international students. 
 
T4: With an overseas student, well not all of them, but almost all of them, you 
would spot plagiarism in their initial work a mile off, because it is grammatically 
correct and this is kamikaze on their part quite honestly. 
 
T5: It would be more with our international students, cases of plagiarism which 
are referred.  

 

The tutors‟ comments indicate that they were certain of a relationship between 
international students and plagiarism, as they thought there were both a greater 
number of cases and more serious cases among international students. They also 
thought these cases were easy to spot. In addition, they gave some reasons for 
finding more plagiarism among international students:  
 

T1: They have not been through the UK higher education system and there are 
mixed abilities in terms of independent research and inquiry. Typically students 
from South East Asia, Africa, they are used to the tutor being able to provide the 
answers. 
 

 T5: More due to the ignorance rather than the deliberate cheating. 
 
T6: It is the background of whatever institution they have come from. „Copying, 
well, no one ever told me about that, referencing, what are you talking about?‟ 
And I think that‟s probably quite a strong reason. 

 
In these comments, it can be seen that these tutors assumed international students 
plagiarised because they came from a different educational culture and had not learnt 
about plagiarism in their current one. This different educational culture could include a 
different L1, and different regulations about source use. However, it is useful here to 
consider Diane Pecorari‟s report of her study of the responses of tutors in Sweden, 
where she works, to international students and plagiarism: 
 

If their Swedish students would have been in the US, they are the international 
students, here it is the international students, not the Swedish students who are 
perceived to be the problem, and that makes me suspect that there is something  
„them and us‟ about this. You know, it can‟t be the fact that only the international 
students, ie non-native English speakers, have a greater proclivity to plagiarise, 
the Swedish students would be in the same boat as the German exchange 
students coming to Sweden. 
 

Diane Pecorari‟s sense that there is a „them and us‟ relationship between the 
international students and the academic environment they are in, seems very 
significant. It suggests that the mere fact that students are originally from a different 
educational environment to their current one seems to mark them out as potential 
plagiarists, and influences the perception of tutors towards them. 
 

Discussion  

1. Different perceptions of plagiarism definition 

The perspectives of students and tutors regarding the university plagiarism definition 
were clearly different. This is consistent with an investigation by Price (2009) which 
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found that there is very little agreement, even within the same institutions, about what 
constitutes plagiarism. The students‟ views expressed here provide some evidence to 
suggest that plagiarism definitions can be unclear to students, perhaps especially to 
international students. This finding also endorses the view of Carroll (2007) that 
students and tutors often understand plagiarism definitions differently or do not even 
understand them. It is very difficult for all stakeholders to agree on definitions of 
plagiarism (Sutherland-Smith, 2008), but institutions should take care to provide one 
to students and tutors that can be clearly understood, perhaps even in each student‟s 
L1.  
 
In order to avoid the problem of students misunderstanding or not understanding 
plagiarism definitions, it would seem useful to consult students when writing the 
definition, and to spend time discussing the definition that students are expected to 
follow within a plagiarism education class. Furthermore, as pointed out by Pecorari 
(2001) and Price (2009), the location of and access to definitions of plagiarism need 
to be made clear to students. If students‟ attention is not drawn to the definitions, 
institutions may be doing students a disservice, as Pecorari (2001, p. 237) argues: “it 
is perhaps fair to wonder whether definitions found in documents students are unlikely 
to read closely are intended primarily to inform students or to serve as the basis for 
taking actions against those who have violated the rules”.  
 
It seems that tutors prioritised different issues within plagiarism, since they responded 
differently to the definition. Therefore, as recommended by Carroll (2007), this study 
also calls for more discussion and consultation among tutors about how plagiarism 
should be defined. As plagiarism also grows over time (for example, now it includes 
engaging the services of the plentiful essay writing websites) and the means of 
detecting it develop, these discussions and consultations should be ongoing.  

 

2. Tutors’ high requirements of student source use 

 

The tutors in this study acknowledged that they had high requirements of student 
source use. They expected students to use referencing systems „perfectly‟, to 
„critically evaluate‟ and be „comfortable with debate‟. These requirements for 
postgraduate students to demonstrate high levels of source use support the findings 
by Petrić (2007). She showed that there is a relationship between students‟ ability to 
use citation and the grade they receive; in order to get higher grades, students 
needed to do more than simply attribute ideas, but also use more sophisticated 
functions of citation such as synthesis, evaluation and exemplification. It needs to be 
debated whether this high level of source use is achievable and realistic, for 
international students in particular. In this research, one expert, Rebecca Moore 
Howard, has argued that these requirements are „ridiculous‟ and „not possible‟. A 
similar conclusion was also reached by Pittam et al. (2009) who illustrated the 
difficulties, especially for international students, of establishing an authorial identity 
when they did not feel they had their own words or could not express their opinion in 
an acceptable way. For example, in Pittam et al.‟s study, one Asian participant 
complained that they had a different opinion to published Western research, but had 
no means to back it up because Asian sources were unavailable. Therefore, tutors 
need to be more aware of the difficulties for some international students to follow their 
requirements for source use. 
 
One of the requirements made by tutors in the study was to „challenge‟ theories. This 
may be seen as a particular difficulty for international students whose educational 
background has not encouraged this approach to published work. This point also 
supports the analysis by Spack (1997) of a Japanese student participant who 
struggles with the need to approach sources in this way, until coming to the realisation 
that it is essential for her to construct knowledge from her interpretation of source use. 
The students in this research had doubts about their ability; showing the capacity to 
challenge theories and maintain a clear authorial voice can only be achieved over 
time and through extensive language development and plagiarism education. 
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3. Different perceptions of plagiarism education 

 
This study also found a gulf between tutors and students in relation to their 
perceptions of the availability of plagiarism education, with some tutors saying there 
are programmes focusing on academic literacies and „all of those sorts of things‟, 
while some students said „nobody [tells] you‟ and „you are supposed to know‟. This 
finding was also highlighted in recent research by the Royal Literary Fund, which 
called for more instruction in academic writing in UK universities (Murray & Kirton, 
2006). Their research was critiqued by O‟Neill (2008), who suggested one method of 
improving academic writing would be a mentoring scheme with students taking on the 
role of peer tutors. This might also be a means of making plagiarism education more 
available.  
 
 
The study also shows that students continued to have concerns about plagiarism and 
did not feel sufficiently supported to deal with these concerns. Some tutors felt they 
gave enough support, while others said they did not have enough time or thought it 
was not their role. These findings are consistent with those in a study by Hall and 
Sung (2009) which indicated the lack of support for international postgraduate 
students in terms of academic literacy. They argue that if international students are 
admitted to these programmes, adequate support for them to avoid plagiarism should 
be in place. Carroll (2007) also calls for much greater support through developing 
resources, offering more practice, and giving more attention to procedures and staff 
development.   
 

One of the issues raised by students was concerns about using internet sources for 
academic arguments. There may be a wide gap between the expectations and 
perceptions of tutors and students in how they gain information, as found in a study by 
Blum (2009). As she suggests, tutors may see citation rules very clearly after years of 
practice, but current students, who are engaging in multiple text use, may not see 
these rules as clearly. Blum says “contemporary students are swimming in a sea of 
texts” (2009, p. 4) and this may blur their concept of attributing words and ideas 
clearly to authors. Thus, tutors may need to become more aware of the actual 
practices of their students when using sources. 

 

4. Connection between international students and plagiarism 

 

The perception among academics that international students are closely linked to 
plagiarism has been established in many studies (for example, Bennett, 2005). The 
accuracy of this perception is open to debate. However, it is important to recognise 
the needs of international students, so that they can avoid this automatic link to 
plagiarism. Schmitt (2005) has indicated that there is a strong relationship between 
the language level of international students and their ability to write assignments 
appropriately. This has been further demonstrated by Introna and Hayes (2004), who 
have argued that the labelling of international students as plagiarists is unfair, since 
often these students are trying to use the appropriate academic discourse in the 
expert words of a text and tend to „patchwrite‟ through lack of vocabulary and 
understanding. As a consequence, what they write can be more easily matched to 
source text. As text-matching tools focus on plagiarism at the word string level, 
international students‟ copying of words is more visible than, for example, native 
speakers‟ use of ideas (Introna & Hayes, 2004). 
 

Diane Pecorari‟s claim that there is a „them and us‟ element to the connection 
between international students and plagiarism gives a useful insight into the reason 
for this perception. If it is the case that tutors make a connection between international 
students and plagiarism, wherever and whoever they are, it does seem to suggest 
tutors see international students as plagiarists, simply because they are outsiders to 
their current educational context. What may be bound up in tutors‟ views of different 
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educational contexts is the argument that there are different cultural approaches to 
plagiarism (Bennett, 2005; Hall & Sung, 2009; Introna & Hayes, 2004) and that non-
native speakers struggle to understand plagiarism in English-medium universities 
(Braine, 2002; Spack, 1997). However, the „outsider‟ argument would also mean that 
English-speaking students would have difficulty with plagiarism in other contexts, a 
currently unresearched area.  
 

Conclusion 

 
This study has highlighted some of the current issues in plagiarism education through 
the perceptions of international students, postgraduate tutors, and plagiarism 
education experts. Firstly, it has shown that a university definition of plagiarism is 
neither clear to students nor interpreted in the same way by tutors. It has therefore 
suggested that both tutors and students should be consulted in the creation of 
plagiarism definitions, and that they should continue discussing any changes in 
meaning. Secondly, it has found tutor requirements of students‟ source use to be very 
high, while also finding the levels of pedagogical support with source use to be rather 
low. Related to this, it has also noted the concerns of students regarding plagiarism 
and using sources appropriately. Thus, it calls for the requirements of students‟ 
source use to be matched by adequate levels of support, which would also reduce the 
concerns of students. Finally, it has shown that there is a tendency for tutors to 
perceive a connection between international students and plagiarism. This tendency 
should be examined, as it has important implications for international students, 
especially in terms of fairness. Overall, the study calls for more attention to plagiarism 
education, which should be a central part of the whole learning process, rather than a 
list of rules.   
 
As a case study, this investigation is limited by the small number of participants within 
one university, and is therefore small-scale. It is also acknowledged that the research 
would benefit from the inclusion of home and native speaker students to examine and 
compare their views and experiences. However, the comparison between student and 
tutor views gives some weight to the study, and the views of globally known experts 
broaden the debate. Further research into experiences of plagiarism education at 
other universities using a greater number of participants, of more diverse disciplines 
and nationalities, including home and native speaker students, could build on this 
study.  
 
Footnotes 
1. „International‟ students in this study refers to students who come from outside the 
     UK, and are also non-native speakers of English.  
2. At the time of the study. Diane Pecorari is now at Linnaeus University, Sweden.  
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