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Developing online materials to teach how to avoid plagiarism, and a databage

of student essays to check for plagiarism

Joseph V. Dias, English Department, Aoyama Gakuin University

1. Introduction

Thanks to a generous grant from the Information Media Center
of Aoyama Gakuin University, the development of a database of
student essays (written in English) began in 2014 and the ground-
work for an online system to detect plagiarism in the essays col-
lected in that database began the following year. As of the end of
September 2016, the database contained approximately 5,000 stu-
dent essays. The system allows teachers and administrators in the
English Department to check the writing of students who have sub-
mitted written work against a collection of previously submitted
ones using word strings in order to determine cases of plagiarism.
The system also facilitates Google searches for potentially plagia-
rized content using the same word strings.

This project has been part of a comprehensive approach to stu-
dent plagiarism that has included creating materials to instruct stu-
dents in the skills of properly citing sources, paraphrasing, summa-
rizing, and quoting; devising a plagiarism policy that may serve as
a model for other departments of the university; and making avail-
able video tutorials that both warn of the disadvantages and dangers
of plagiarism while constructively informing viewers of how it can

be avoided.

2. Background

Surveys of attitudes toward, and experiences with, plagiarism
were created for the students and teachers in the English Depart-
ment’s Integrated English program. These surveys were adminis-
tered from the end of 2013 to the beginning of 2014. Results con-
firmed teachers’ perceptions that plagiarism is not practiced by the
majority of students but it is a significant problem that must be ad-

dressed in a systematic way to ensure fairness and academic integ-
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rity. This paper will focus on what the IE Program has done to pre-
vent and combat plagiarism, what other institutions around th
world do in that regard that have proven to be helpful, and how we.
came to develop the teaching materials and online plagiarism dclec.;
tion system that the funding for this project allowed.

Some of the key results of the survey of nearly 400 English De-
partment students (55% of whom were sophomores; 40% freshmen;
and the remainder third and fourth year students who were retaking
courses) are summarized in figures 1, 2 and 3. As we can sce in
Figure 1, students report higher instances of plagiarism in the work
of classmates than in their own. Since nearly three-quarters of the
students skipped the question, it may be the case that approximately
25% either have themselves plagiarized or know of classmates who
have. There may have been some students who did not wish to ad-
mit to having plagiarized due to the sigma attached to it, despite it
being an anonymous survey.

The most common reason for plagiarizing was reported to be “in-
sufficient time to do one’s own work” (Figure 2) and the “inability
to properly understand the task™ (20.23% and 15.27% of the stu-
dents who plagiarized, respectively). Since it was more common for
students to point out the plagiarism of classmates rather than admit
to doing it themselves, perhaps it is not surprising that the majority
(approximately 60% of the students) hoped for the creation of a pla-

giarism policy (Figure 3).
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Figure |: Self-reported rates of plagiarism in various types of

assignments among students in the English Department.
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Ar ornd: 147 S od: 283

100%
7.17%
80%
60%
37.70%
40%

20%

book reports listening Academic journals essays (IE
logs (in IE Writing Writing)
Active papers
Listening)

Me [ My classmates

Figure 2: Reasons students who plagiarized gave for doing so.

Do you think that a plagiarism policy is
necessary?
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Figure 3: Overwhelming support among students for the institution

of a policy concerning plagiarism.

Plagiarism is a complicated problem that can involve educational,
legal, career, financial, moral, and emotional challenges. It is a fre-
quent topic among teachers in teachers’ rooms around the world and
strategies for dealing with it are featured at faculty development
sessions and at academic conferences (Plagiarismadvice.org, 2013).
Deciding whether a student’s work has been plagiarized can be ag-
onizing, especially when the decision is based on an “educated
guess” or circumstantial evidence but without iron-clad proof.

Although it is generally acknowledged that a combination of a
carrot and stick approach to plagiarism is necessary, it is often the
stick that is emphasized in plagiarism statements and policies at uni-
versities. Before embarking on writing their master's thesis, Waseda
University students in the Graduate School of Economics must sign
a document noting that they understand the definition of plagiarism,
as stated in their "Study Guide for Students" and that they are aware
of the dire penalties associated with plagiarism, which include a
suspension from the university for an indefinite period, the loss of
credit for their MA thesis, and the invalidation of the most recent
semester's credit (Graduate School of Economics, Waseda Univer-
sity).

Waseda University’s policy may be perfectly acceptable for grad-
uate students, who presumably should know better by that point in
their academic careers, but policies and warnings can only go so far
if the causes for the transgressions are not clearly understood and if
avoidance through education and motivation has not been fostered.
Perhaps, as den Ouden and van Wijk (2011) suggest, the discussion
concerning plagiarism should change from "catch-and-punish to
teach-and-prevent" (p. 197).

Eisner and Vicinus (2008) note that many instances of plagiarism
are due a teacher’s failure to properly articulate the parameters of an
assignment. If writing tasks are left too open-ended or if only gen-
eral reflections are solicited, without the inclusion of personal ob-
servations or experiences, plagiarism is facilitated. By asking stu-
dents to use higher order thinking skills (e.g., analysis, synthesis,
evaluation), plagiarism is not made impossible, but it becomes a
greater challenge—so challenging that producing original work

may be the less strenuous option.
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3. Definition of Plagiarism

A dictionary definition of plagiarism characterizes it as "the prac-
tice of taking someone else's work or ideas and passing them off as
one's own" (Oxford Dictionaries Online, N.D.) is not inaccurate but
it neglects the very important questions of "what," "how," "why,"
"in what circumstances," and "to what consequences."

Although the modern concept of plagiarism as being an unethical
violation of an author's rights is only a few hundred years old, the
idea that copying someone else's work is inappropriate can be traced
back to the Roman poet, Martial. When another writer tried to pre-
sent Martial's poems as his own, Martial lamented that his verse had
been kidnapped and labeled the literary thief as a "plagiarius," or
kidnapper (Lynch, 2002). The concepts of copyright, authorship,
and intellectual property are relatively new even in Western coun-
tries and they came about more for economic rather than ethical rea-

sons (Baron, 2000).

4. Varying attitudes toward plagiarism

Second language learners may face greater challenges when par-
aphrasing and attempting to synthesize multiple sources to create an
original work of their own, but the widespread use of costly plagia-
rism detection systems--such as Turnitin, iThenticate (iParadign,
2013) and Ephorus (Ephorus International, N.D.)--suggests that the
problem is, at least, as serious with those writing in their first lan-
guages. Learners in Western countries may be more likely to be ex-
posed, from earlier ages, to expectations that work submitted in
school should be “in one’s own words™ and that the ideas of others
should be properly acknowledged.

Despite some instruction on how to cite sources, regulations
concerning plagiarism tend to be less strict in Japan and other Asian
nations than they are in the West. Tsintzoglou, 2011, in a study on
Japanese postgraduate students studying in Australia, showed that
they were able to adapt to more severe regulations and the greater

emphasis on written work without major problems.

5. Reasons for plagiarizing

Den Ouden & van Wijk (2008) use an aquatic metaphor when

discussing the issuc of plagiarism in higher education by noting that
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the stream of written work becomes “polluted” when a minority of
papers submitted are plagiarized, “recycled,” or acquired from [.
ternet “paper mills” (Coastal Carolina University, 2009). Students
commit plagiarism for a plethora of reasons and through numeroyg
methods. Sometimes it is due to ignorance of what constitutes pla-
giarism; in extreme cases, the notion that anything on the Internet
is fair game for unfettered use. Some cases can be traced to "short
cuts" motivated by time pressure or overcommitments. One of the
temptations students might have is to self-plagiarize by repurposing
work that they previously submitted for a different course by mak-
ing only cosmetic changes to it. Contextual factors can be involved
when students come to view "patch writing,” interspersed with
some original commentary, as the norm, despite a vague awareness
of rules to the contrary. At times, plagiarism may simply be the re-
sult of careless note taking, when what was paraphrased and what
remain direct quotes are confused. Insecurity, and shame of one's
own writing, may lead some students to view plagiarism as the
“safer” option. Finally, there are students who have an affinity for

breaking rules as a kind of thrill seeking.

6. Context for the writing done in the In-
tegrated English Program at AGU

The English Department started an intensive English program,
called Integrated English (IE), in 1992 for freshmen and sopho-
mores. Students entering the English Department are placed at an
appropriate level based on their performance in the TOEFL ITP.
There are three main courses in the program divided into three lev-
els: IE Core, IE Writing, and IE Active Listening. Students in the
program take IE Core (180 min), IE Writing (90 min), and IE Lis-
tening (90 min) weekly for one semester (15 weeks) at each level.
After finishing level 3 (the highest level), students take IE seminars
taught by native speakers of English on various academic topics re-
lated to linguistics, communication, or literature. In their second
year, students take courses in Academic Skills (mainly an academic
listening and note taking course) and Academic Writing (See Strong,
2007 for a more detailed description of the program).

Various writing assignments and tasks gradually inculcate in-
creasingly sophisticated writing and critical thinking skills. Stu-

dents begin to formally learn about MLA style at the IE III level.




Developing online materials to teach how to avoid plagiarism, and a database of student essays to check for plagiarism

the rationale being that they should become comfortable composing
paragraphs and short essays based on their own ideas before they
are asked to cite sources and use academic conventions when refer-
ring to content that supports their theses. Students without the abil-
ity to compose comprehensible sentences or coherent paragraphs
and essays cannot be expected to paraphrase source material and
contexualize quotes properly.

In house publications are used to introduce students to library re-
search, ways of selecting sources judiciously (considering authority,
currency, relevancy, bias, etc.), using quotations, composing para-
phrases, and applying MLA style when inserting in-text citations
and creating bibliographies (Strong, 2012; Strong, 2013a).

Writing assignments include informal journal writing, book re-
ports, and response papers on news stories in the Core class; listen-
ing logs in IE Active Listening; paragraphs and essays of various
types (classification, comparison & contrast, persuasive, analytic)
in IE Writing; note taking in Academic Skills; and a 15060 word the-

sis in Academic Writing.

7. Rationale for having our students
write as much as they do

Before we consider plagiarism, it is important to look at why stu-
dents are asked to write in the first place and the functions that it
serves for them, for the teacher, for the institution, for the wider
community, and for future careers that students may engage in.
Writing is emphasized in the IE Program for some of the same rea-
sons put forward by language programs, and by departments focus-
ing on humanities, around the world. It is so that students...

are able to activate the language they are exposed to through read-

ing and listening.
* can improve their ability to express themselves.

* will have a more active attitude toward learning.

* will be ready to face the demands of the international workplace.

learn to critically assess what they are reading and demonstrate

analytical skills.
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will have command over different registers of written English

(casual, academic, politely informal, etc.)

are prepared for the writing demands of universities abroad,
where they may study either as exchange students as undergradu-

ates, or as graduate students.

will not be tempted to plagiarize in the future due to a lack of

confidence in their ability or ignorance of academic conventions.
8. Current plagiarism policy

In the 2007/8 academic year, In response to more and more teach-
ers in the program reporting plagiarism on book reports, some ex-
plicit penalties were introduced along with minor pedagogical
tweaks. These are communicated to teachers through the Integrated
English Core 2013 Scope and Sequence (Strong, 2013b).

We required students to inform teachers of the book they had cho-
sen for their book report weeks in advance. Teachers were asked to
have the students bring the book to class and the teachers should be
especially vigilant of plagiarism if a submitted paper reported on a
book other than the one previously announced. Students were also
now required--in addition to analyzing the book in respect to literary
concepts, such as theme, irony, conflict, climax, symbols, etc.--to
answer some specific comprehension questions to make sure that
they read the book.

Teachers were asked to “warn students that plagiarism of an as-
signment [would] lead to a fail on that assignment (no rewrites). If
they are caught with a second plagiarism, they [would] fail the en-
tire [E Core class (Strong, 2013b). It was also highly recommended
that instructors demonstrate to their students how easy it is to detect
plagiarism through Google searches and inappropriate or incon-
sistent word choice.

The fact that we are now seeing plagiarism in types of writing
assignments (e.g., journals) that we had not previously seen demon-
strated to us that the further refining of our approach to plagiarism
would be necessary. Realizing that a plagiarism policy would a rea-
sonable first step, we made use of the findings of the surveys we

conducted on plagiarism in the English Department at Aoyama
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Gakuin University to compose a policy customized to our particular
students and their unique learning environment. The policy can be
seen in its written form at http://www.aogaku-daku.org/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2015/03/PlagiarismPolicyl.pdf and being recited by
IE Program teachers in a video presentation at: http://www.aogaku-
daku.org/2016/09/18/ie-programs-plagiarism-policy-video-with-

subtitles/ (see Figure 4 for a screenshot from the video). The plagia-
rism statement/policy 1) explains the particular writing require-
ments for students in the Integrated English Program (IEP); 2) of-
fers a succinct definition of plagiarism; 3) gives guidance on when
it is necessary to cite sources; 4) tells how avoiding plagiarism
shows our good manners and respect for others; 5) warns of the spe-
cific consequences of plagiarism for students in the IEP; and 6)
shares a long list of benefits for producing original, plagiarism-free

work.
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Figure 4: A screenshot from a film featuring IE Program teachers

announcing the new plagiarism policy.

9. An explanation of the functions of the
database of student writing and pla-
giarism detection system

The database and plagiarism detection system that has been de-
veloped as part of this Information Media Center project offers an
interface for students to upload their written work anonymously,
and a separate interface for teachers and program administrators to
check for possible plagiarism among their students. It is a custom
web-based cloud software solution, built on top of open source soft-
ware running on Apache server architecture, with  exten-

sions written in PHP on a framework.

After the completion of the first phase of the project, students
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were able to upload their work, and teachers could download thog,
documents. At that stage, the system was used more as a deterrent.
against plagiarizing than as a way to identify definitive cases of pp. —“
giarism. In Phase 2, string searches within the database could pe
accomplished and Google searches (using the identical strings):
were facilitated, as can be scen in the screenshots shown in Figureg:

5-10.

LOGIN

Figure 5: Login page for both students and teachers.
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Figure 6: Page that students use for uploading their written work
to the database of students writing. Students browse for their essay

on their local disk and upload it.

UPLOAD SUCCESSFUL

Your file was successfully uploaded to the database.
Reference number : AGU-160402024630-3142

Upload lime : 02/04/2016 02:46

Figure 7: Students receive a reassuring message that their essay
was uploaded safely along with a unique identifier (i.e., code) that
they must submit to their teacher to prove that their essay was

uploaded and to allow  the teacher to connect that particular
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essay to the student, making it unnecessary for students to include
any personal identifying information (such as name or student

number) on their essay document.
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Figure 8: Teachers may then go into the system and download
essays that their students have submitted, searching for them using
the unique reference number issued to students at the time of

submission.
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Figure 9: By typing in a string of words that a appear in a
particular essay, other documents with an identical string of words
can be detected and compared for overall degree of commonality

in order to determine if a case for plagiarism can be made.
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Figure 10: By typing in a string of words that appear in a
particular essay, other documents contained in the database
exhibiting an identical string of words can be detected and the
¢€ssays can be compared for their overall degree of commonality in

order to determine if a case for plagiarism can be made.
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10. Future Directions

Phases 3 and 4 of the project will involve the more complex task
of creating custom algorithms to extend the plagiarism detection
system by offering these enhanced functions:

* Improved security through unique logins for teachers
* The ability for teachers to view essays by individual class
* Automatic detection and flagging of suspected plagiarized
essays and the display of the percentage of overlap, and
* Side-by-side presentation of suspected plagiarized item with

possible source (i.e., common elements) highlighted.
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