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In a preliminary qualitative study, learning advisers from the University of Western Sydney were interviewed for their professional perspectives on the issue of plagiarism in student writing at university. This paper reports findings that suggest learning to avoid plagiarism continues to be an anxious and uncertain part of new students’ adjustment to the academic literacy demands of university assignment work. Factors such as educational background, discipline variation in lecturer emphasis and enforcement, overwhelming assessment workloads and changing student priorities are seen to complicate the capacity and sometimes willingness of new university students to understand plagiarism and avoid it in their writing. Many of the findings suggest that the issue risks being treated as a simple question of students’ acquisition of mechanical skills in referencing and paraphrasing.  A number of pedagogical and systemic recommendations are made with the aim of shifting the focus in students’ first year onto the application of these skills as part of an apprenticeship to the scholarly roles and contexts of university study.
Introduction

The issue of plagiarism in student writing continues to be a source of controversy for Australian universities. The controversy has been perpetuated by the recent growth of commissioned assignment writing services on the Internet or ‘paper mills’, combined with media allegations of declining academic standards, reduced entry levels to boost local enrolment numbers and a dependency on the revenues of full-fee paying international students to offset government funding cuts (see for example Contractor, 2001). The implication for the way plagiarism is popularly conceived is that inappropriate textual borrowing by students can be stereotyped as an academic skill deficit or, in the specific case of international and other Non English Speaking Background (NESB) cohorts who are often presumed to be prime offenders, linguistic deficit. Yet as recent research literature will be shown to suggest, the notion of what constitutes plagiarism is itself far from stable and may differ not only between students and lecturers but also according to cultural background and academic discipline. Problematising the concept of plagiarism in this way shifts the burden of blame away from students exclusively but also complicates the issue of who should be charged with teaching students how to cite appropriately during their transition to university. With increasing workload pressures forcing faculty-based academics to focus on teaching content, the task of addressing student citation and associated academic literacy skills may come to rest with university learning support services.

Literature review

Rethinking plagiarism

In seeking to take an ‘open’ approach to the nature of and reasons for student plagiarism, this research was informed by a number of studies that have set out to challenge basic assumptions about this issue and open them to debate. Recent critical approaches to plagiarism have adopted what might be termed an ‘ideological’ perspective that challenges the deficit/deviance account of plagiarism by problematising the assumptions upon which this traditional account rests. Central to this critique is the view that plagiarism is an ideological construct of Western culture that presupposes a “rational, autonomous individual who is the originator of their own discourse” (Scollon, 1995, p.1). Drawing on poststructuralist and related social theories of communication, it is instead argued that these notions of authorial origins and textual ownership are oversimplifications that mask the more complex scenario that all language learning and language use necessitates borrowing from and adapting the words of others (Scollon, 1995; Pennycook, 1996). If meaning in language depends upon the acceptance of pre-existing conventions and social roles validated by discourse communities then there is a sense in which all linguistic communication involves a certain degree of plagiarism, at least as it is traditionally defined. The implication, therefore, is that this dominant conception of plagiarism is unworkable in policy terms and further that understandings of what constitutes legitimate textual borrowing in student academic writing need to be more flexible, context sensitive and inclusive (Pennycook, 1996).    

Pedagogical implications for students new to university

An important pedagogical outgrowth of this call for a more complex understanding of plagiarism is the suggestion that citation skills (paraphrasing and quotation) be taught in the context of a broader ‘apprenticeship’ to the cultural values and expectations of the academic discourse community. Educational research in this area has emphasized that inappropriate textual borrowing in student writing at university rarely arises from a deliberate intention to ‘steal’ ideas and often cannot be simply reduced to ignorance or incompetence with regard to referencing conventions. Rather, by conceiving of students new to university as engaged in a struggle for acceptance within a foreign and thus often alienating discourse community, this research has found that much so-called plagiarism can be attributed to uncertainties about the appropriate register or ‘voice’ to adopt when synthesizing from sources (Li Min Hua, 1985; Penrose & Geisler, 1994; Cadman, 1997; Warner, 1999), and/or understood as a kind of survival strategy adopted by NESB to successfully communicate in writing about content that is beyond their current linguistic range (Currie, 1998). 

The issue of voice concerns the awkward demand placed upon new university students that they should in their writing ‘speak with authority’ about expert sources to which they have only just been introduced. Because such students will often be struggling to comprehend the arguments of expert sources their immediate impulse when writing may be to defer to these authoritative voices rather than harness the sources as evidence to augment the authority of their own voice (Li Min Hua, 1985). Although this issue applies to novice native speaker students (Penrose & Geisler, 1994), it may be particularly acute for NESB students schooled in a culture of learning that values accurately reproducing the voice of authority rather than subjecting expert sources to the ‘disrespectful’ processes of summary, analysis or especially critique (Ballard & Clanchy, 1991; Warner, 1999). Another important finding associated with this issue of voice is that NESB students often engage in a certain kind of plagiarism as an academic survival strategy. The variety of plagiarism in question has been termed ‘plagiphrasing’ and involves the cobbling together of phrases and other chunks of wording copied directly from sources, sometimes with appropriate acknowledgement (quotation marks and references) but often without. Researchers have recognised that this approach and related forms of copying are often part of a legitimate attempt by students to make sense of subject content, assume the role of the competent student (Currie, 1998) and emulate the style and genre expectations of academic discourse (Wilson, 1997b). As such plagiphrasing can be regarded as a form of ‘interdiscourse’ bridging the gap between L1 (first language) competence and control of the target L2 (second language) discourse (Wilson, 1997a). Such a view has prompted the controversial recommendation that rather than eschewing plagiphrasing strategies, they could instead be encouraged in a structured way as a mode of scaffolding, at least for an interim period until these students gain confidence in the discourse and in appropriate citation practices (Currie, 1998). However, as argued above by proponents of the ideological account, accepting this recommendation will depend on a broadening of the concept of plagiarism by lecturers, learning skills advisers and university policy makers.

Research design

Participants

This research was designed from the position that the issue of student plagiarism at university should be approached as a complex matter involving the negotiation of cultural roles and contexts (performance) as much as the mastery of rules and skills (competence).  Rather than reducing student plagiarism to an unproblematic matter of detection and punishment in relation to unequivocal rules and standards, it was argued above that the phenomena can be better understood as a mutable, culturally determined concept that assumes meaning in the context of the professional and academic roles and practices of a specific institution. Framed in terms of cultural context, this preliminary investigation into conceptions of the nature of and reasons for plagiarism in student writing at university was thus conducted from a qualitative/ethnographic perspective with learning advisers, a key group of higher education professionals engaged in assisting new students to adjust to the academic culture of that institution. 
Interviews were conducted with six of the 10 permanent academic literacy learning advisers who staff the Learning Skills Unit (LSU) across the six campuses of the University of Western Sydney (UWS). These staff work in a variety of formats to address the literacy and learning needs of UWS students, including individual consultations, generic and discipline specific workshops, tertiary preparation programs, credit electives and peer mentoring programs. Moreover, these modes of direct contact with student learning frequently involve consultation with faculty-based UWS academics for purposes ranging from the clarification of task requirements to long-term collaborative projects to integrate academic literacy skill development into specific degree programs. With this intermediary dimension to their work the learning advisers are uniquely positioned to observe the gaps in understanding between students and their lecturers, further supporting their choice as a representative preliminary sample from the wider population of academic stakeholders at UWS. In addition, the advisers are required to be aware of UWS policy and procedures relating to both student learning and academic conduct and sometimes contribute to committees in which these policies and procedures are reviewed. Finally, it is worth adding that these staff are qualified academic literacy experts and active researchers with academic status and were thus assumed to be aware of recent research and debates in the area of academic literacy in higher education.

More specific indicators of the relevant professional experience of learning skills advisers for this study can be found in the history and scope of transdisciplinary work with UWS students and academics undertaken by the six interview participants. Five of the six participants (Beth, Mary, Jane, Karen and Eve) had had at least 10 years of professional experience in academic literacy support and/or related roles at UWS, with the remaining adviser having 3 years experience (Anne).
 Moreover, the collective professional experience of these six staff incorporated work with UWS students and academics across most of the major discipline areas at UWS, including Business, Marketing and Management, Engineering, Nursing, Law, Education, Humanities and Social Science.

Data collection and analysis

Interview was selected as a data collection method firstly due to the ready availability of the primary participants and secondly because the data sought was qualitative in nature, based in individual experience and professional expertise (Denscombe, 1999). It was assumed that this kind of qualitative data would require articulation in the form of extended accounts that could incorporate argument, explanation, exemplification and narrative. As such, the interviews assumed an in-depth, semi-structured format to allow participants the freedom to fully articulate their perspectives. The qualitative data obtained was analysed using content analysis methods with thematic coding assisted by NVivo 1.2 qualitative data analysis software, a revision of NUD*IST (Non-numerical Unstructured Data Indexing, Searching, and Theorising). Themes were derived from the conceptual framework established through the review of literature in conjunction with the following research foci: the nature, extent and forms of plagiarism in student writing, the contributing factors and preventative strategies. 

Discussion of findings

Influence of educational background on common forms of minor plagiarism 

The most common forms of plagiarism the learning advisers had experienced in their work with student writers was seen to be unintentional and based on low scholarly capacity. These included inadequate referencing or paraphrasing and were attributed largely to the cohort of students new to university study including first year undergraduates, those first in their family to attend university, mature entries, students articulating from TAFE, and NESB students in their first year (both local and international undergraduates and international postgraduates in their first year at an Australian university). Some examples can serve to illustrate this view:

Anne [speaking about those new to university]: The most apparent form is when the original source is reproduced and given as paraphrase rather than as a quote [i.e. referenced but not identified with quotation marks]. I see plenty of this and often with substantial chunks of text.

Mary [speaking about undergraduate students]: It can be students trying to learn the ‘craft’. They might be acknowledging the source somewhere but not often enough.

Jane [speaking about first year students]: The predominant form is unintentional or lazy, taking a paragraph straight out of a book, perhaps clumsily paraphrased or summarised and then the author’s name in brackets at the end of the paragraph. So they don’t understand about how to use that information, they just place it on the page. I think they think they are answering the question by just providing the information, which is not satisfactory because it’s devoid of argument.

In her final statement above Jane also raises the point that an understanding of plagiarism and how to avoid it may depend on an understanding the role of evidence in argumentation. As the critical thinking skills that underpin this understanding are often closely allied to specific content areas, students who enter university with insufficient or inappropriate content knowledge for their chosen field were thought to be particularly vulnerable to plagiarism. Students in this cohort were variously seen to include those articulating into their first year at university from TAFE or ‘fast-track’ programs (often directly into second year subjects), mature students with limited or disrupted educational background, and international students studying at postgraduate level in a content area unsupported by their previous study at home. Here Mary observed that students who:

have no foundational knowledge base…. may thus plagiarise because they are totally out of their depth and don’t know what they are doing. The type of plagiarism is based on journal articles or websites within required reading [i.e. to create the illusion of content knowledge]. This type is easier to catch.

In addition to these considerations, NESB students were, not surprisingly, seen as vulnerable to factors related to language proficiency and cultural background. Aside from the goal of strengthening the communicative potential of their writing recognised earlier (Currie, 1998), it was thought that a significant reason why these students plagiarise is that it may reward them academically. As Jane remarked: 

Second language students often say but I can’t write it in my own words and when I try the lecturer just corrects the grammar and I get it back with red marks all over it, but when I take it from the book the lecturer may or may not notice but at least I won’t get any marks all over it for bad grammar. Thus it is a lot more rewarding for them to take it out of the book.

While acknowledging the importance of linguistic competence and improved grades or feedback, Jane also asserted that a more fundamental factor in both the inadvertent and intentional plagiarism of NESB students was the influence of cultural background on approaches to learning:

[These] students more commonly plagiarise because they have an incomplete understanding of the Western notion of learning from the ideas of others and incorporating the ideas of others into their own. It is a huge problem because on a multicultural campus you have sitting side-by-side people who have been learning to assimilate, accommodate and argue their position from the moment they could learn English from their American/Australian/Anglo-Saxon culturally orientated parents and so they bring to university learning anywhere between 15 to 25 years to a whole lifetime capacity of doing that (sic). Beside them sit people for whom the dominant method of learning has been through copying and reproducing and so have had very limited skills and prior experience at practicing what would meet our understanding of scholarly skills and presenting the ideas of others. These are enormously vexed issues influenced by prior learning experiences and culture.

It was observed earlier that students schooled in a culture in which learning is articulated through the reproduction of authoritative sources might also be inclined to defer to that authority when confronted with the perhaps foreign tasks of critical analysis and argument. Mary pointed out that this tendency is often exacerbated for international students by the dual pressures of learning a second language while at the same time applying this learning to the study of content.

International students [often adopt a reproductive rather than analytical approach to citing sources]  because I think it takes a long time to get your head around it because at the same time you are learning and refining your English and learning concepts. Just one of the many things you are trying to balance, remedied by just inserting 10 or 12 references and then off you go on your merry way.

While excessive or arbitrary referencing of this kind may or may not result in any form of significant plagiarism, it is nevertheless symptomatic of the uncertainty that cultural background can bring to students’ understanding of the purpose and appropriate application of citation conventions.

Student uncertainty in the practice of avoiding plagiarism

While inquiry into the learning advisers’ definitions of plagiarism yielded responses largely in conformity with standard institutional definitions, inquiry into difficulties or ambiguities associated with the concept excited a more candid response from all. Jane summarized the basic position of the interviewees with her assertion that [t]he concept in itself is not as problematic to me as the practice and how it plays itself out in practice. The interviewees were universal in seeing significant practical difficulties and ambiguities to negotiate when avoiding plagiarism in practice and further that there are, as Karen put it, lots of them. An extensive range of examples was presented, but most pointed to practical difficulties associated specifically with student uncertainty over the boundary separating ‘original’ and ‘borrowed’ ideas. Problems in understanding the appropriate uses of direct quotation as distinct from paraphrasing were seen to be a major practical manifestation of this uncertainty. As Anne remarked while also linking this theme to issues of intent and a novice student cohort:     
Often there is confusion [for new students] over how much of the original text you can put and how much not and so there is often inadvertent plagiarism from confusion about quoting and paraphrasing and particularly paraphrasing. 

Undergraduates grapple with the methods of referencing and this confusion over quoting and paraphrasing. Many think that if you quote it is clear that you need to reference but the need and reason is not always clear for paraphrasing.

The interviewees saw the basic dilemma for the student academic writer as one of when and how much to ‘take’ and when and how much to ‘make’. All students, but primarily students new to university, were seen to frequently wrestle with questions of practical choice that indicate a limited understanding of the rationale for each citation strategy. When and how, for example, is it appropriate to use direct quotation or to paraphrase? How can we be sure that we have used enough of our ‘own’ words when paraphrasing an idea or, in other words, what makes a paraphrase a paraphrase? These problems could be argued to hinge largely on the students’ ability to recognize when a writing task requires ‘knowledge-telling’ or accurate reproduction and when it requires ‘knowledge-transforming’ or independent analysis and evaluation (Bereiter & Scardanalia, 1987; Webb, n.d. cited in Centre for Higher Education Development, 2000). Yet as examples from two of the learning advisers suggest, a student’s understanding of when and how much to ‘re-tell’ or ‘transform’ does not overcome the difficulties they may experience judging the ownership and originality of academic content against a voluminous and complex body of existing academic research. An issue that was seen to apply to students at all levels and from all backgrounds, but particularly acute for students new to university, was the problem of distinguishing between content that is general knowledge and so does not require acknowledgement, content that is intellectual property and so does require it, and content that may be ‘informed’ by either of these but is nevertheless an ‘original’ synthesis of the student.     

Mary: When is a piece of information general knowledge and as such does not need to be referenced? It is that fine line between general or presumed knowledge and new knowledge. This line is tricky at all levels. Another fine line is when someone has generalised or developed their own line of thinking but the germ of this came from an expert. Yet if you have developed that line enough then you have made that line of thinking your own. The boundary in such areas remains very blurred.

Anne: Students sometimes say ‘I thought of this [idea] myself and then I read it, so do I need to reference it’. My advice to such students is usually to cover yourself by adding a reference.

It was also noted by some of the interviewees that lecturers could contribute to this confusion when in assignment feedback they criticize students for failing to reference a claim that was in fact conceived by the student independently. The result is that students may thus be dissuaded from developing confidence in asserting their own views and, as Mary observes below, opt instead to reference their own conclusions as a kind of credibility strategy:  

Students insert their own opinion and then reference this to cover themselves. The implication is that the opinion has come from an expert source and so carries greater authority. Yet in this way students also cheat themselves of credit for the conclusion or synthesis.

What these and other comments suggest was that students, anxious about being accused of plagiarism by their lecturers, often focus predominantly on coming to terms with legitimate ‘taking’ (knowledge-telling) at the expense of developing an understanding of their expected role as independent ‘makers’ (knowledge-transforming). From their pedagogical perspective the learning advisers saw new students in particular as often concerned more with determining when and how to reference direct quotation and paraphrasing than with obtaining an independent understanding of the use of evidence in their discipline.

Finally, Karen identified some sources of student uncertainty about paraphrasing that she saw as peculiar to the discourse of certain academic disciplines. It was suggested that in Science and Information Technology subjects, where much of the content is highly standardised and so may offer little scope for interpretation, students would sometimes resort to excessive direct quotation or else simply copy passages verbatim because paraphrasing would simply distort the content. With reference to Nursing students studying biology, for example, Karen summarised the dilemma as: How many ways can you paraphrase a description of how the heart works? She had also experienced similar problems in relation to Information Technology subjects where students can be faced with citing strict procedures from technical manuals that tend by their nature to be resistant to paraphrasing.  

Discipline variation in emphasis and enforcement

Another factor widely perceived by the learning advisers to contribute to confusion among new students about what counts as plagiarism were variations in the emphasis and enforcement of citation practices by academics of different disciplines. Lecturers in Nursing, Aviation, Humanities and Social Sciences, and, to a lesser extent, Law and Education were consistently reported to regard the citation standards in student writing with great seriousness. Mary, for example, pointed to the strict emphasis that three of these discipline areas place on students’ development of citation skills in their first year:  

Academic staff have very different expectations from students. In the psychology, cultural inquiry and nursing subjects the lecturers are absolutely fanatical and so students quickly learn that you don’t get away with it and will be heavily penalised if you plagiarise well known sources…. So often in Nursing say, the first assignment is targeted at the mechanics of referencing. For example, they might be given a passage of an essay with referencing errors that need to be corrected.

On the other hand, Business, Marketing and Management (hereafter abbreviated to Business), Engineering, Industrial Design, and Information Technology (hereafter IT) were among those discipline areas seen to be more tolerant of student plagiarism. It was suggested by Beth and Anne that the high level of tolerance in the fields of Business, Engineering  and IT could be due to the high proportion of international student enrolments these attract. By not placing a high priority on the enforcement of citation standards, lecturers in these fields were seen by these learning advisers to be making a concession to the linguistic and cultural obstacles experienced by a large percentage of their client base. Eve, Mary and Karen, however, all argued that the tolerance for student plagiarism in Business and IT courses could just as easily be attributed to ‘deficits’ in understanding among the academic staff. On this point Eve explained the case of a recent workshop she facilitated on citation skills for undergraduate IT students in which the lecturer, who was present, was surprised to learn that an example of insufficient paraphrasing, used as part of a student activity, would technically constitute plagiarism. Mary and Karen also attributed the tolerance for plagiarism in Business to limitations in the lecturers understandings of citation practices, but in turn attributed this limitation specifically to the fact that a large percentage of the teaching staff in this field are, like the students, from diverse cultural backgrounds. Mary’s comments here encapsulate this view:

In many marketing and management type subjects, avoiding plagiarism is not so strenuously insisted upon. This seems to me to be because many of the lecturers there are from non-Western cultures. They have different belief systems and practices themselves and so are not as strenuous in demanding referencing and citation standards. … Students get away with making the most outrageous claims without support or when you are reading through the text you see the stylistic movement of their writing and some of it has got to be plagiarised, and yet they get Ds and HDs!

Finally, it was proposed that even interested academics are finding it increasingly difficult to teach and enforce scholarly standards due to changing employment conditions and an increasing workload. Commenting on the impact of the casualisation of academic teaching coupled with increased class sizes and teaching obligations, Jane asserted that:   

academics now have less contact with students and less time to mark and assess students’ development of scholarly skills. 10 years ago many students would have to write 3 essays in a semester while many students that I see now only have to write one essay and give one oral presentation and/or mini test. This is because it is easier for academics to mark: they have more students in the class and so more marking and less time. Thus in sum, academics are constrained in providing teaching, monitoring and developmental support in students acquisition of scholarly skills not only by their own understandings but also by the realities of their employment circumstances. So it’s a systemic problem as much as an individual staff skills and understanding problem.
Assessment workload and changing student priorities

The final but nevertheless very significant combination of factors perceived to contribute to student plagiarism were those associated with the heavy academic workload of students and their changing life priorities. This area is important as it was seen to play a major part in the more serious cases of ‘grand’ or significant plagiarism where there is clearly an intent to deceive.
 While it was acknowledged that this kind of plagiarism can also result from a need to find an easy way to complete a difficult or undesirable assignment or from a perception that it may boost grades, many of the leaning advisers offered comments that suggest the pressures to pass combined with an overwhelming workload may have a greater impact. 

Mary: Students sometimes have a lot to lose by NOT plagiarising. For example, they are going to fail the subject or they have paid their fees (eg. International students) and need to complete their course by a particular time. This can result in cases of grand plagiarism such as downloading a whole essay from Internet.

Jane, however, was dismissive of the role of academic workload pressures and instead gave greater weight to the changing priorities of students and the impact this has on both their time and attitude to study at university. In line with the findings of a recent DEST study of the impact of part-time and full-time employment on the university experience of full-time undergraduates (McInnis & Hartley, 2002), Jane can be seen to suggest here that obligations to paid work (and often dependence on this for income) now represent a higher priority than study for many university students. The impact of family pressures and commitments on the time of students from diverse cultural backgrounds is also considered.

My own perception is that I don’t think university is harder now, in fact it may be easier but I do think the difference is that it is now more superficial. Students may have to produce more, so there may be greater volume but certainly far less depth. I also think one of the pressures that might drive students to plagiarise more now than in the past is that the majority (80%) of students work almost full-time to support themselves as students, whereas 30 years ago a full-time student might work on Friday and Saturday night only for extra money. Also social and family pressures to succeed — especially true for international students — and financial pressures to maintain work mean less time to learn scholarly skills.

Conclusions and recommendations

This investigation into learning advisers’ perceptions of the nature and causes of student plagiarism at a major Sydney university has found that this issue continues to be a source of both ambiguity and anxiety for staff and students alike. As the interview data reported here attests, avoiding plagiarism may seem straightforward in principle but remains highly problematic for many students in practice, even when the principles are well understood. A range of often intersecting factors were suggested to cause students confusion and frustration in realising the distinction between original and borrowed ideas in their academic writing, sometimes influencing them to take desperate measures. As indicated at the outset of this paper, factors such as educational background and particularly linguistic and cultural background are recognized within the research literature on student plagiarism. Relatively new considerations that invite further research, however, were the impact of discipline variations in the understanding and tolerance of plagiarism, and the conflict between students’ heavy assessment workloads and employment or other commitments outside university.

An important finding to emerge in relation to discipline variation was that plagiarism was not only a question of student learning but also lecturer teaching. While the learning advisers perceived that many lecturers in discipline areas like Business and IT showed little interest in teaching their students appropriate citation practices, it was also noted that excessive workload demands on academic staff made it difficult for even interested lecturers to find time to teach, monitor and provide feedback on students’ skills in this area. It was additionally suggested that the casual status of many of the tutors who mark student work could mean that these staff remain oblivious to or uncertain about the scholarly expectations and enforcement standards held by the faculty.

The learning advisers recommended a number of possible strategies that could be applied as part of first year programs to at least curb many of these factors:

· Plagiarism could be demystified for students during first year foundation subjects through explicit instruction in the reasons and appropriate uses of citation practices. This would preferably be taught by academics in the context of their specific discipline though learning advisers could also offer support in the form of either embedded academic literacy teaching within lectures and/or tutorials, or through optional adjunct sessions outside of but closely allied to these content sessions. 

· Better teaching could also be achieved through more ‘scaffolding’ or developmental staging of assignment tasks in first year subjects to provide students with practice in the transformation of content from published sources into their writing. This process would be greatly assisted by the mandatory provision in unit outlines of explicit marking criteria for all research assignments, including a clear weighting of marks for appropriate citation.

· Vivas could be employed as a minor assessment item allied to major writing tasks in first year units. Though time consuming the process would allow a dialogue to be established between student and marker in which the student can receive important feedback and the marker can assess the student’s progress with independent research and thinking in advance of their final written submission.  

· Learning advisers could establish closer ties with faculties in which plagiarism was a particular problem. The difficulty with this, however, is that few faculties would openly admit that they have such a problem. 

· Faculties need to review whether the assessment loads they place on students are realistic and reduce them where excessive.

· Regular in-servicing of lecturers and especially casual tutors could incorporate ongoing discussion of faculty expectations for student citation standards and approaches to the application of plagiarism policies.

· University entry criteria and procedures need to be reviewed to ensure that students with inadequate literacy skills or without the appropriate assumed knowledge are not placed in situations of overwhelming difficulty.

· Institutional authorities and policy makers at the university need to work more closely with faculties to support them in the development of fair but flexible plagiarism policies and procedures that balance consistency with a sensitivity to the nature and circumstances of each case. For example, the severity and thus penalties of different forms of plagiarism could be judged on a ‘sliding scale’ or ‘continuum’ that factors intention to deceive against scholarly capacity.
 If made publicly available, a scale of this sort would not only help to reduce inconsistent penalties but further clarify the meaning of plagiarism for students. 
Many of these recommendations would benefit from further research into the specific citation practices and perspectives of students, in conjunction with their lecturers’ understandings of scholarship, in the context of particular disciplines. As a preliminary step toward such an undertaking the findings of the present study suggest that, in their defining first year of transition and adjustment to university, many students may be at risk of developing a largely punitive understanding of the application of citation conventions in their academic writing. The result is a sometimes excessive focus on the surface formalities of correct referencing and grammatically sound paraphrasing. While these mechanical skills alone may assist students to avoid penalties (either honestly or covertly), they do little to equip them to make informed judgements about when and to what extent it is appropriate to apply different citation conventions. New students instead require opportunities to develop a richer understanding of why it is important to find their ‘own’ words when citing from sources as well as explicit guidance in the ways this can be achieved. Strategies such as those proposed above could serve as a major first step in this induction to the scholarly roles which many academics expect their students to adopt. 
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� These pseudonyms have been applied when reporting interview responses.


� ‘Grand’ or significant plagiarism is understood here to range from the substantial reproduction of source material in an assignment without attribution (the ‘cut-and-paste’ approach) to the submission of an assignment written entirely by another (eg. purchased or commissioned from an Internet ‘paper mill’ or obtained from a peer). 


� There is precedence for such a view in the research literature, with Walker (1998) proposing a seven-stage plagiarism continuum for assessing severity and determining penalties. Presented in order of increasing severity, the seven basic types of plagiarism identified were sham paraphrasing, illicit paraphrasing, other plagiarism (defined as conscious collusion between students in sharing assignment content), verbatim copying, recycling, ghost writing and purloining. These categories seem limited, however, to cases where there is clear intent to deceive.
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