Plagiarism: the thin grey line

The internet makes it easier to copy other people's work and pass it off as your own but it's also easier to get caught. Punishments for plagiarism can be severe, including stopping a career before it has even started. Yet students are often given little advice. Lynn Eaton finds out more
Copying someone else's work is never a good idea, as prime minister Tony Blair found out last year: to everyone's amazement his government used a previously obscure Californian graduate's PhD thesis as some of the basis for going to war with Iraq.

A few months later (February 2004) Downing Street had to admit, somewhat sheepishly, that it had completely copied the thesis, written by author Ibrahim Al Marashi and colleagues, that was used as part of the justification for the war in Iraq. Journalists knew it had been copied because, although changes had been made, it had even included basic spelling and grammatical errors.

When the blatant copying was pointed out, a No 10 spokesman confessed that it should have credited the authors of the articles it used in the document and told Channel 4 News, who broke the story, “We all have lessons to learn from this” (www.channel4.com/news/2003/02/week_1/07_dossier.html).

The incident was not only highly politically embarrassing but cast doubt on the strength of the intelligence on which the UK and US government based their decision to go to war.

But is it ever right to copy someone else's work and palm if off as your own, either deliberately or unintentionally? And if you do copy chunks of an article from someone else, do you have to acknowledge it?

Stepping into a minefield

For most students, faced with a 9 am essay deadline the next morning, it is all too tempting to do a search on Google, find a relevant paper or article, and—thanks to the wonders of modern technology—hit the cut and paste button. Hey presto—now it's yours.

In fact, it's not that easy.
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Jack Straw, Foreign Secretary, tries to explain the situation with the Iraq dossier
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Whether it's an academic article, a chapter from a book, or just an article from a magazine, if you copy it and reproduce it you are stepping on a minefield, warns Kate Pool, deputy general secretary of the Society of Authors.

Not only are you potentially breaching copyright (which may be held either by the publication, or the actual author) you could be seen to be “stealing” the original author's work—plagiarism.

“Academics tend to believe in freedom of information, so are often quite happy for people to recycle stuff discovered in different places,” says Ms Pool. But not all writers and authors will share that view. The Society has guidelines on what is and what is not acceptable (see box 1).

Citing a relevant passage from someone else's work is OK; putting your name at the top of someone else's work is not

What is plagiarism?

The term plagiarism, commonly used to describe copying of someone else's work without acknowledgment, is not entirely accurate, according to Godwin Busuttil, a barrister who specialises in media law and advises the BMJ: “Plagiarism is not a current legal term.”

Rather, “'plagiary' in the 16th and 17th centuries was kidnapping or thieving. It is, however, a colloquial synonym for infringing copyright—ie, copying someone else's literary, artistic, or dramatic work without acknowledgment and passing it off as one's own.”

Mr Busuttil says that, in law, there is no hard and fast legal rule about how much you can and cannot copy: “It is a question of degree and whether the copying is acknowledged and done for purpose approved in law. To copy another's copyright work without his or her express permission is to infringe his or her copyright in that work.”

Under Section 29 of the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988 (amended in 2003) there is a defence that the copying amounts to “fair dealing”. But it is only “for the purposes of research for a non-commercial purpose” and providing it is accompanied by a sufficient acknowledgment of who authored the work being copied.

Because it applies only for noncommercial purposes, this would probably apply when students are writing essays: “But it probably would not when they are preparing articles for submission to the BMJ,” says Mr Busuttil.

Box 1: A guide to copyright
Can I reproduce an article which is copyright?
No. Not without permission. Most, if not all, articles published on the web or in print will be copyright. Sometimes the author owns copyright, sometimes the publication. You should always check who owns it, and ask them for permission. Some authors, or publishers, will require a fee for reproducing an article.

Is it right that I can quote from a work for the purposes of criticism or review without asking permission?
Yes, this is what is called “fair dealing,” but it must be specifically for criticism or review and you must make sure that you give the title and the author of the work quoted, either in the text itself or in an acknowledgments page.

Does the length of the passage make a difference?
Yes. The Society of Authors says that, for a criticism or review, a single extract of up to 400 words or a series of extracts (of which none exceeds 300 words) to a total of 800 words from a prose work is acceptable. Extracts to a total of 40 lines from a poem are acceptable too, provided that this does not exceed a quarter of the poem.

For any purpose other than criticism or review, the Society says you should ask permission to reproduce a “substantial amount” from a work. The definition of “substantial” is open to interpretation. A few sentences taken from a long novel or biography are unlikely to constitute a “substantial” part of the original work, but a few lines of poetry may be.

Do these guidelines apply to academic publishing too?
Yes. The Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE), which monitors standards in academic publishing, also takes the line that “all sources should be disclosed, and if large amounts of other people's written or illustrative material is to be used, permission must be sought.”

The information contained here is based on information found in the Society of Authors' quick guide to copyright and moral rights (www.societyofauthors.net/publications/index.html) and the COPE report on guidelines on good publication ethics (www.publicationethics.org.uk/cope1999/gpp/gpp_plag.phtml)
Legally, terms such as “fair dealing” are as much a minefield as what constitutes a “substantial” amount of text, or as open to interpretation as is the word “plagiarism” itself.

According to Mr Busuttil, “fair dealing” is a common sense term. “Citing a relevant passage from someone else's work is OK; putting your name at the top of someone else's work is not. There is obviously a lot of space and scope for uncertainty between these two extremes.”

Misconduct

Professor Tony Weetman, dean of the medical school at Sheffield University and chair of the Council of Heads of Medical Schools, agrees that there are varying degrees of offence when it comes to plagiarism—but all are examples of misconduct, he says.

“It's a serious matter, which would give rise in extreme cases to referral for review by the student review committee,” he says. Disciplinary action, in other words.

If a student is trying to gain an advantage by plagiarising a piece of work and passing it off as their own, that's as serious as looking over someone's shoulder and copying their answers in an exam

Professor Weetman gives the hypothetical example at one end of the spectrum: a third year PhD student who has copied vast tracts of someone else's work and presented it as their own PhD research. That level of plagiarism would—if discovered—lose them their PhD and could, on a similar scale at undergraduate level, lead to someone being thrown off the course.

“You get lesser degrees [of plagiarism], where students put in an essay that might have been written by someone else, or they may quote a paper without acknowledging the source. If you copy something and don't acknowledge a source, you are not going to get thrown out. But with a PhD, if that was published in an academic journal, it would lead to a retraction. Each case has to be judged in its own right.”

Professor Weetman makes no distinction between copying an academic paper and copying, for example, a review, or an opinion piece.

“I don't think one type of article is any less damaging than the other. If a student is trying to gain an advantage by plagiarising a piece of work and passing it off as their own, that's as serious as looking over someone's shoulder and copying their answers in an exam.”

On the alert

According to Professor Weetman, tutors are increasingly alert to the risk of plagiarism given the ease of practising it since the wide scale use of the internet: “I take the view that 99 per cent of medical students are decent, honest, upright people. Supervisors are aware of the potential [for plagiarism], but the university provides guidance about ways to pick it up.

“Sometimes the style of an essay suddenly changes. They start to use phrases that are not correct, or they may have gone to an American website and it may be an American spelling. There will be telltale signs like that.”

Guidelines

All universities, not just medical schools, will have their own guidelines for students on what will happen in the event of plagiarism. Professor Weetman is clear about it: it is cheating.

“Students have simply got to learn to acknowledge their source,” he says.

Sheffield University has its own guide to what is and what is not considered acceptable in quoting other authors or academics. Professor Weetman believes this guidance is typical of that offered to students by most universities (see box 2).

Whether medical students are specifically made aware by their tutors of the risks they run in copying chunks of someone else's work and not attributing them is the next big question.

A thin line

“I wonder how clear it is made to students that it is not acceptable,” said Harvey Marcovitch, vice chair of COPE (Committee on Publication Ethics), which monitors medical publication ethics. “Is it made explicit?” he asks. “There is a thin line between what is reasonable quotation and what is plagiarism. It has to do with openness. If it isn't made explicit, it should be.”

If someone did that to me, would I be pissed off? That's a pretty good guide as to whether you should be doing it or not

As a student in the 1960s, Professor Marcovitch. recalls that it was “pretty commonplace” for people to take chunks out of other people's works—what would now, he says, be regarded as “cutting and pasting.” It was, however, far more time consuming.

“It wasn't a deliberate attempt to pass it off as your own. It's just nobody thought anything was wrong with it. But they wouldn't acknowledge where it was from.

“I think it was because they thought they were being asked to write essays to show they had read the literature. It was done in all innocence. But now people should have become more sophisticated and realised that is not what is required.”

He recalls one incident of plagiarism brought to COPE, where the author, who was not from the United Kingdom, insisted it was the norm in his country to regurgitate large chunks from other published works without acknowldegement.

Box 2: A summary of Sheffield University's guidance to departments on plagiarism and collusion in the assessment process
“Any attempt by a student to gain unfair advantage over another student in the completion of an assessment, or to assist someone else to gain an unfair advantage, is cheating.”

[Cheating] is an offence against the values of the academic community of which students and staff are both part.

Alleged academic offences, which threaten the integrity of the university's assessment procedures and the maintenance of its academic standards, will be investigated thoroughly. Penalties imposed for an academic offence should embrace the principle that the student's assessment outcome will be less favourable than if he or she had not committed the offence.

Cheating can include any breaches in examination room rules, impersonating another candidate, plagiarism, collusion, and falsifying data.

The basic principle underlying the preparation of any piece of academic work is that the work submitted must be the student's own work. Plagiarism and collusion are not allowed because they violate this principle. Rules about plagiarism and collusion should apply to all assessed and non-assessed work.

Plagiarism is the taking of ideas, passages etc from another work or author without attribution. The selective quoting of material from books and articles is permissible, but the material must always be attributed to its sources both within the text and in a bibliography.

“When challenged, he said that was the way they always did it,” says Professor Marcovitch.

A simple rule

But for all the confusion, there is one simple rule of thumb which should help most people decide whether or not what they are doing is acceptable.

It comes from Kate Pool at the Society of Authors: “Imagine how you would feel if you were the other guy. If someone did that to me, would I be pissed off? That's a pretty good guide as to whether you should be doing it or not.”

Lynn Eaton freelance journalist London 
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