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Avoiding plagiarism through good academic practice
In this post we will discuss plagiarism and other forms of academic malpractice, helping you to understand what they are and how you can avoid them.
Introduction
One of the best ways to avoid plagiarism is through correctly citing and referencing the sources you use in your work. You can find out more about referencing at the University of Manchester in our handy guide to referencing. We will discuss other ways you can improve your academic practice throughout this post, focusing on these areas:
What is plagiarism?
· The detection process: how is plagiarism detected and what are the consequences?
· Types of plagiarism — student stories: what common issues do students have with plagiarism?
· Finding your own voice: including your own voice in your academic work.
· Avoiding plagiarism through good academic practice: what good academic practice can you apply which will also help you avoid plagiarism and improve the quality of your work?
While you are contributing to the academic discussion, it is important to ensure that your voice is distinguished from the voice of others. Failure to clearly differentiate your voice can result in plagiarism. In this section, we’ll explore what plagiarism is, look at how it is detected, and what the penalties are.
Meet Eve
Eve is a politics student writing her first assignment. She’s heard other students on her course talking about plagiarism and academic misconduct. Eve doesn’t like the sound of academic misconduct; she’s worried that she could commit this malpractice by accident. She’s not sure what to do; she’s too embarrassed to ask her friends about it, or to raise it in her study group session.
How would you define plagiarism to Eve?
The University of Manchester defines plagiarism as:
“The presentation, intentionally or unwittingly, of the ideas, work or words of other people without proper, clear and unambiguous acknowledgement.”
It includes the copying of the work of any other person, including another student. Plagiarism may include the close paraphrasing, or minimal adaption of another person’s words, illustrations, computer code, graph, diagrams etc. Sources can be any available material, such as websites, articles, books and lecture slides.
The detection process
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This timeline illustrates what happens from the time that a piece of work is handed in to the potential consequences if plagiarism is found to have occurred.
1. Work is checked in Turnitin.
All of your assessed assignments are submitted to a system called Turnitin to check for instances of plagiarism. Your assignments are checked against a comprehensive database of other written works.
2. Matches are checked manually
If your work matches closely against something in the Turnitin database, a member of academic staff will interpret the Turnitin results to see if you have plagiarised.
3. An allegation is made
If the academic assessing the Turnitin results believes you have plagiarised, an allegation will be made against you. A panel hearing will be arranged to decide whether plagiarism has occurred. This hearing may be within a school, faculty or University disciplinary panel, depending on the severity of the case.
4. Potential consequences
If you are found to have plagiarised, deliberately or not, there are a number of potential consequences.
You could:
· receive a reprimand and warning.
· get a zero mark for the assignment with no opportunity to resubmit.
· have your degree classification reduced.
· be suspended or excluded from the University.
As you can see from the process above, it is a member of academic staff who identifies plagiarism, not Turnitin.
Turnitin is simply a tool to help academic staff in this process. Submitting original academic work is not about getting a low Turnitin score — it is about bringing in your own ideas and giving other people credit when you use their ideas.
Your student handbook or supervisor may define a maximum Turnitin score but an allegation of plagiarism can still be submitted if you get a low score.
Types of plagiarism - student stories:
Noor is an international student from Malaysia. She’s in the first year of her business degree.
In her study group session, she says that she doesn’t understand why she can’t copy and paste information from books, websites and articles into her assignments.
If you were in her study group, what advice would you give Noor?
Using the work of others without acknowledging the original author(s) is plagiarism.
As well as being a form of plagiarism, direct copying large amounts of text is also poor academic practice, even when it is referenced properly. If Noor were to do this it would be reflected in the marks that she would be awarded for her assignments.
Ideas that are not your own can and should be included in your work to provide evidence or discussion points, but these must be referenced. This includes cases when you may refer to an idea but not directly quote the original work. A direct quotation from another source should always be written in quotation marks.
Collusion
Niko has been struggling with his workload; he’s in his final year of a chemistry degree and has had a lot of different assignments due at the same time.
Now he’s run out of time, so he works closely with one of his housemates on an assignment. Some parts of the work are copied from each other, so they submit similar pieces of work.
What do you think happened to Niko and his housemate?
Niko’s assessment was detected by Tunitin as being a similar match to his housemate’s; they were both found to have plagiarised and received a zero mark for the assignment.
While it can often be valuable to work with others to discuss ideas when undertaking a piece of work, you must be careful to ensure that your individual work reflects your own efforts.
Working too closely together and submitting similar pieces of work for assessment is referred to as collusion. Your work will usually be processed by plagiarism detection software which will detect this behaviour. This kind of malpractice could result in 0 marks for an assignment, or even more severe consequences.
Poor referencing
Aaron is an English literature student. He’s just received some feedback on his first assignment:
“Your assignment shows evidence that you have read the recommended text, but you have not clearly distinguished your own ideas from the material you’ve read. You have alluded to others’ theories, but these are all mixed up and your paraphrasing needs improvement. The ideas you write about are not clearly connected with the texts in your reference list, so I would find it difficult to follow-up on your references”
What could Aaron do to address these comments?
In future assignments, Aaron should ensure that he paraphrases his original sources as part of his research and note making. He should also take care to note down the sources he used while making notes; this will make it easier to reference his work later on. Aaron should include quotation marks when using another person’s exact words.
It is important to remember to include a reference for each idea or theory you write about in your assignments with a citation next to that idea or theory in your text; this makes it clear who the original author is, and enables your readers to easily find the original source material if they want to follow-up on your references.
Self plagiarism
Kim is a taught postgraduate in the Alliance Manchester Business School. Previously he received a BA in Accounting and Finance at Newcastle University.
Currently he is struggling with competing demands and is considering submitting a paper that combines 2 of his previous papers submitted at Newcastle.
What would happen if Kim submits this work?
Had Kim submitted the combination of two of his previous papers then Turnitin would have identified the work as plagiarism and an allegation would have been submitted. This could result in Kim receiving a mark of 0.
Originality in academic work is vital and all work submitted for assessment should be the result of effort as a response to the given brief. It is only right that any work you submit should not have been submitted previously to this organisation or any other.
You may incorporate your previous related work using the usual methods of quotation, paraphrase and citation as you would the work of others.
Contract cheating
Jess is a master’s student in psychology. The combination of assignments, placement and other commitments has led to her falling behind in her dissertation work. She sees advertisements on social media for a service offering to provide ‘100% plagiarism free work’ for a set fee. Jess is considering using the service.
Is it OK to use these services in the course of your studies?
Submitting work created by these services, often known as ‘essay mills’, is an example of contract cheating. Any input by others, beyond basic proofreading, counts as contract cheating. This can range from paying for an essay to be written by someone else, to ‘crowd sourcing’ your work by allowing others to add to and edit your work without proper acknowledgement of their contributions.
Finding your own voice
So far we have discussed plagiarism and other forms of academic malpractice. Next we will talk about how good academic practice can not only help you to avoid accusations of plagiarism but also improve the quality of your academic writing.
Finding your own voice can mean different things in different subject areas and different forms of academic writing. It includes distinguishing between your own ideas and the ideas of others; showing original analysis of other people’s ideas; showing your own conclusions based on your research.
Amber is in her second year of a philosophy degree. She is finding it a challenge to add her own contributions to her essays.
Amber feels intimidated by how intelligent some of her fellow students seem to be, and she doesn’t think her own thoughts are good enough to include in her assignments. Amber has therefore submitted a piece of work that is primarily made up of quotations from her set texts. All of the quotations are properly referenced.
What feedback would you give Amber for this piece of work?
Amber was right to reference the direct quotations that she used, but her assignment did not include any of her own ideas. Submitting work that is merely a string of quotations does not illustrate that she has understood any of the material.
You are expected to show evidence of independent thought in your academic work, assessing and critically analysing the theories and ideas of others. You should be adding your voice to the academic conversation, not simply report on the ideas, theories and thoughts of others.
A writer’s own voice can take different forms in different types of academic writing and in different subject areas. It can range from explaining your thoughts and responses to a topic, to analysing results and their importance. When you are unsure of whether your own voice is appropriate consider how your writing would differ from someone else writing on the same subject.
Finding your own voice is a tricky but important skill. The University’s academic phrasebank can help you find the words and phrases you need.
Avoiding plagiarism through good academic practice
There are a number of techniques you can use to avoid the risk of unintentionally plagiarising in your work. These strategies are all good academic practice; as well as helping you to avoid plagiarism, they can also improve the overall quality of your academic work.
1. Take effective notes
Adopting an effective note making technique when carrying out your research and reading is the first step towards ensuring that you avoid plagiarism when writing your assignments.

Ensure that you record details of all of the sources you use when you’re taking notes. This will make it easier to reference your work accurately. More information on note making techniques can be found in our resource, ‘Note making;capturing what counts’.

Paraphrasing your sources while you’re making notes will help you to synthesise other authors’ ideas, which will aid your understanding and be useful when you come to write up your work. 
2. Paraphrase and summarise
A key skill in avoiding plagiarism is to paraphrase and summarise effectively.
· By re-writing ideas and theories into your own words, you will illustrate that you have understood them. This is a great way of drawing together different voices into one coherent piece of work.
· To paraphrase effectively, re-write a passage of text in your own words, extracting the key points and compressing the original text. Remember that paraphrases must always be referenced accurately.
· Avoid including too many direct quotations; including them does not illustrate any understanding of the topic, and using them a lot can make your writing disjointed.
· If you want to use one, ensure that it’s short; put it in quotation marks, and include a citation.
More information on paraphrasing and summarising can be found in our resource ‘Referring to other people’s ideas in your work’. 
3. Be critical
Your work should demonstrate that you have understood and engaged with your topic. Analyse and assess the arguments you’ve read about, rather than simply providing a descriptive account of other authors’ work. You can find out more about what being critical means in academic work in our resource.
4. Attribute your sources
The simplest ways of ensuring that you avoid plagiarism are:
· Accurately reference all of the sources that you use that are not your own. This includes direct quotations, paraphrases and any other circumstance in which you refer to another author’s work.
· There are lots of different referencing styles; make sure you find out which one you are expected to use in your subject. The referencing guide includes specific guidance on how to format your references in the Harvard, Vancouver and MLA styles.
· You don’t need to reference information that is common knowledge. Returning to our pub conversation, you wouldn’t need to tell your flatmates that there was beer at the pub. Similarly, in your academic work you wouldn’t need to reference the fact that Rome is the capital of Italy, or that World War Two ended in 1945.
· Do not reuse work you have previously submitted for another assignment.
Have a look at the resource Thinking, reading and writing critically. 

Summary
You should now have a better understanding of what plagiarism is, and be aware of techniques you can use in work to ensure that you make your own voice heard and maintain your academic integrity.
The Library can help you with many aspects of academic practice and avoiding plagiarism — just get in touch! If you are still unsure about plagiarism or need support on a particular instance the Students’ Union is great source or impartial and independent advice.
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