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When you’re studying at university, you’re considered to be part of a community of scholars, and will be expected to show scholarly practices relating to your work. You’ll be involved in research, thinking and learning that builds on the ideas and thoughts of other people. One of the most important practices to learn as you start on the road of scholarship is to acknowledge the contribution of other scholars to the work that you will be doing. The way that this is done is by a system of conventions called referencing.

So what exactly is plagiarism? Plagiarism is using words, ideas, pictures or other information of other people in your own work, without acknowledging the source of this information by appropriate referencing. Plagiarism can be intentional, for example, if you copy another student’s work, or present work that is not yours as if you wrote or created it, with the intention to deceive. This sort of plagiarism is dishonest and seriously contravenes the conventions of scholarly values and practices. Plagiarism can also be accidental, for instance if you don’t reference your sources properly in assignments. It’s this accidental plagiarism that is most common.
Plagiarism is a problem to students and staff – many students are worried about plagiarising, and not sure how to avoid it, when they’re just learning how to write and reference in an academic context. Universities treat plagiarism as a serious issue and will have developed their own policies to deal with it. You can find UNE’s plagiarism policy on the web by typing “plagiarism” into the search box on the homepage.

Whether you’ve come here straight from school or you’ve been working for a while, there’s a big change from the writing tasks you completed in those contexts and those expected of you in university. Universities are engaged in the construction of knowledge, and this knowledge must be built on a solid foundation of prior knowledge and research. Just as a new house may fall down without a strong foundation, so too may your academic writing or tutorial presentations collapse if you don’t show how your ideas are supported by solid evidence. 

By acknowledging what other scholars have said, you become a part of the exchange of ideas within the ongoing discussion of researchers in that discipline. By acknowledging them you allow others to see where your opinion or argument fits into the discussion. It also allows others to see that you write from an informed position; your citations provide evidence for your particular point of view. For readers who are interested in any aspect of your work, if you have correctly acknowledged all your sources, it makes it easier for the readers to follow up themselves and pursue their own line of enquiry.

The university has certain expectations of its staff and students, and these are recorded in the university’s policy on plagiarism and misconduct. It’s your responsibility to read and understand the policy, and to familiarise yourself with the referencing system appropriate to your disciplinary area. There’s an appendix to the policy which describes many examples of plagiarism. You will be told in your first few weeks about referencing, and there are many resources available to help you to understand what you need to do. Make sure that you clarify the requirements, because the consequences of plagiarising can be very serious.

So what are these consequences?

If you have plagiarised unintentionally, you will probably be warned and helped to learn what is required, so that you don’t end up doing this again. You may be asked to rewrite and resubmit the assignment, or your mark might be downgraded. 

If you don’t learn from the experience and you continue to make the same mistakes in subsequent work, however, this will go on record and you will most likely fail your assignments and even fail the unit. 

If you have plagiarised intentionally, you will have to resubmit the assignment, receive a downgraded mark, submit an alternative assessment or get a downgraded mark for the unit. More serious intentional plagiarism might mean that you have to withdraw from the unit, or be excluded from the unit or the course.

Worrying about plagiarism does not need to be a curse of university students. There’s been a lot in the media recently, but it shouldn’t be something that causes you any unnecessary anxiety. Be aware of the requirements and conventions and approach your studies with an honest and ethical view of intellectual property and the construction of knowledge and of your participation in the scholarly community. 

In summary, it makes sense to be aware of plagiarism and how to avoid it. Acknowledge the sources of ideas, according to the referencing guidelines you’ll be given, and be careful when writing assignments that you don’t accidentally plagiarise. Approach your work with honesty and integrity as a person learning and contributing to the development of ideas, and write with that purpose in mind.
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