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This is what some students have to say about their experiences and understandings of plagiarism:
What to reference has been a tricky thing for me. Basically it’s the ideas that you’ve read about or heard about in the unit. I think some people have the impression that plagiarism is when you write something down word for word. They aren’t aware of that fact that it also includes using someone else’s idea as your own.

I think I had a bad habit of – reading something and then thinking ‘that’s exactly how I feel about it’ or ‘that’s the opinion I have’ and then using that as my own in the essay – I didn’t put a reference in because I thought it was my own. And someone told me when you’re in first year you won’t have that much of your own knowledge anyway so you pretty much have to reference everything which helped me. Although I do have my own knowledge and ideas,  I often find these ideas also in the articles & whatever that I’m reading, so now I put in references to these to play it safe, and also to show that I’ve read and understood the literature. 

Another thing is that some people, they think ‘ok so I need to have every thing referenced’ -  they’ll just throw in a reference without following it up! You need to um you know relate the reference to what you’re trying to say. Also I found out that one reference at the end of a paragraph doesn’t cover all the information in that paragraph. You might have to repeat the citation or add others within the paragraph.

I think group work’s the hardest one with plagiarism because you need to sort of sit down and talk about it. We get told sit down, talk about it but don’t write anything down -  just try and sort of remember what you’re doing in your head and then go back and write down sort of the main points or something like that, and then go and write it individually. That way you’re sort of  not going to all write exactly the same thing -  you don’t want to sit there and write sentences out together or sit there and do a maths assignment or something. 

When  I was learning statistics and there was a programming side and no one had a clue what they were meant to do with the programming side so they literally worked on the assignments together and then wrote their answers separately,  but that was still plagiarism because they had exactly the same results in each one, including the same mistakes.

Within our degree a lot of people are doing group work and then they get accused of plagiarism because they’ve been working together like this and they’ve just all done the same thing and then gone off and written that but it looks exactly the same. So I suppose you can do the group work, but you’ve gotta make sure you write it up independently. 

If I was giving advice to first years I’d probably tell them not to quote everything cos a lot of lecturers really hate that. This one lecturer like annihilated everyone’s assignments and failed so many people it’s not funny but um she doesn’t like too many direct quotes. If your essay’s full of quotes like that she’s not impressed, because it doesn’t really show you’ve understood it. They prefer you to paraphrase it – to put it in your own words - then it shows that you actually understand what’s going on and it strengthens your argument 

I think when you come to university you have to get used to a new sort of culture or a way of doing things and what I think trips some students up is that perhaps in high school they can get away with sort of instances of academic misconduct without  doing- you know you get something off the internet, reword it and throw it into an assignment and you know it worked in high school and they come here and they’re not, you know they sort of think they can get away with it and not realising that it’s a different ball game.

But talking of plagiarism and using other people’s stuff, I think there’s a sort of culture as well, like sharing past assignments to help out with people and that then some people tend to panic . They’re like – “oh no someone’s using my thing they might take my idea!”,  and other people are you know not so worried about it - so that sort of thing can cause problems with some people. You gotta be careful giving out an assignment - you know - who you give it to how they’re going to use it

You know I saw in the paper someone offering to write assignments for money, I was completely shocked! It comes down to not learning anything if you’re getting someone to write your essays.  I mean you’re paying so much money per semester to be at uni and you’re getting someone to write your assignment.  It doesn’t make sense because people are here to learn…

You have to really practise writing things in your own words and developing your own style of writing. When I first started I wasn’t very good at paraphrasing, you know, like writing stuff in my own words, so I didn’t change sentences much from the readings I was doing - but then I know if you have someone look over your assignment they can pick out where you haven’t reworded something straight away -you  know, it’s very easy so - and so there’s words and then there’ll be like a very formal sentence and they’re like “where’d’you get that from”? So it’s not hard to pick up. I know when they tell you, you go ‘how’d you know?’

You learn a lot about the best way to do things from the feedback on your assignments. I thought I knew all about referencing properly but it wasn’t till I got my first assignment back and they marked me down really heavily because I hadn’t referenced properly that I realised ok..cos I thought you know as long as you had some bits like references saying where you got it it’d be ok, but it wasn’t done properly - like I hadn’t put the year and date in the right way like I’d acknowledged it but it was more like a bibliography not a reference. So I sort of learnt how to do it from my mistakes and the comments on the essay. I guess it would’ve been a lot easier if I’d been taught or I’d been able to see it done properly first.

There are different referencing systems that-  in different subjects that you need to know about … yeah it is a problem jumping between different referencing styles and that can be confusing for new students but I guess most -the majority of people would only have to use one referencing style to do their degrees… ah but obviously there’s people like me who’re doing double degrees and doing units from different faculties and that so they would have to jump with the - between the different referencing styles. I mean the first year is the year to try and sort that out. After that most people tend to sort it out. 

You need to get the books or the fact sheets on each of the different ones that you need. For example, in my first law subject they put up an overhead and they said this is the Australian guide to legal citation and you have to go buy it in the bookshop for 20 bucks or whatever it is and they said you have to follow all the rules and if you don’t follow ’em you’ll probably get done for plagiarism and you probably won’t get your licence for practice at the end of your five years so…

In psychology it’s the same. They have their own little bible of how to reference – they use the APA – the American psychological association referencing system - but I didn’t buy it at first - I’m like ‘I won’t need it’ but then - oh god - my friend says “did you get the reference book?” I’m like “no, 20 bucks, I don’t need it” and then when you need it the book shop’s sold out so it’s a good idea to go and get those things right from the beginning.

One thing that I learnt early was that you know you do it –the referencing - as you go along. It’s really really hard to leave it and do it at the end and at first I thought, well,  don’t worry about the references I’ll put them in afterwards and I tried to reference it like that in my first assignment -1000 words - and it honestly took me an extra week just to put references back in and… and some I couldn’t even find any more I’m like ‘where the hell did I get that from?” I just made it up. oh god! What a disaster! But the one I’ve just finished writing is about 2,400 odd words and 105 footnotes. If I had to go back and do that it would have taken days to figure out what – I’m serious – 2,400 odd words, 105 footnotes and 6 pages of printed references. If I had to go back after I’d finished writing them and add all that back in it would have taken forever – that gets out of control. So when I do my footnotes- or my in text references if I’m using author date, I just use the actual author’s name and just put that in right from the start and so when I’m making notes I always put where the notes come from like which author wrote the note and so like that’s been helping saving time as well and I don’t get caught out at the end.
You aren’t benefiting yourself if you plagiarise, - you have to think about it and process it and grow in your ideas.
Lecturers are also concerned about plagiarism. They want students to be aware of the issues and learn the ropes, without getting too anxious about it. This is what one lecturer has to say….

I guess some of the points that I think students should think about are that avoiding plagiarism is not some sort of arcane science and it really shouldn't present any real difficulty. It’s nothing that they should be afraid of.  It’s just a matter of being a bit careful and following certain basic steps. It’s not something to fret about.

I think that there are good reasons for avoiding plagiarism: what academic work is all about is the community of scholars and becoming part of that at least while you’re at uni, and everyone- students and lecturers - need to ensure that ideas, information, knowledge that sort of stuff can be tracked down by scholars working in the same field of endeavour. It’s important for the building of knowledge cos scholars need to be able to check the accuracy of empirical information that is being used to substantiate or rebut arguments. It is not just an add on and do it or you’ll get in trouble. We’re not trying to catch people out. It’s just a crucial part of learning to be and engage in cooperative scholarship and the production of social /scientific historical or whatever knowledge. 

Students do basically know when they’re passing the work of others off as their own. They should be taught and always encouraged to self-question. Like – ‘Am I being honest with the way I have used this information and the way I have acknowledged sources?’ It’s also much better to over reference than to under reference. If in doubt you should always feel that it’s ok ask the lecturer. 

There are different systems for references. Different disciplines require different systems. That’s just part of the culture – like learning to live in a different country and learning how to behave and the right things to do so you fit in well with the locals. The main thing though is that whatever system you use, it’s crucial to be consistent. After a while it becomes 'second' nature'. 
The main thing to remember is that it’s just part of learning the basic skills of being a scholar.  Referencing properly is just part of learning the trade.
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