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Many students have questions about plagiarism. Here are some of the more frequently asked questions:
What exactly does plagiarism include?

Plagiarism includes quite a few things.

It’s plagiarism if you use the exact words from a source without indicating this by quotation marks, even if you reference the source of the words. If you use the exact words you need to clearly indicate this is a direct quotation.

Plagiarism includes using a specific idea or interpretation from a piece of text or some other source in your assignments, and not acknowledging the source of the idea or interpretation.  For example, you can’t cut and paste text from the internet with no indication that this is what you’ve done. You need to make it clear that this was done by using a direct quote with reference to the source.

It also includes changing the words of the source in a really minor way, such as by swapping a couple of words. 

You can’t submit old assignments for a unit, either your own or other people’s. If you are redoing a unit that you’ve previously failed, and doing the same assessment tasks, you need to talk to the unit coordinator about what you need to do about this.

And finally, you obviously can’t steal the work of another student or buy essays, or get someone else to write essays for you and submit them under your name.

When should I reference in an essay? What about something that’s my idea or my own opinion?

You need to provide a reference whenever you use words, ideas, statistics, diagrams or any other type of information from someone else. This could be through books, journals, magazines, from the internet, or even from talking to people or in email communications. 

Because academic work is all about constructing knowledge within a community of scholars, even if you have an opinion, to give that idea or opinion validity with others in your discipline, you need to provide evidence or support for your idea. Without references to this evidence, your opinion will not carry much weight.

I’ve heard that you don’t have to reference something that’s common knowledge – how do I tell what’s common knowledge?

This is always a tricky question. It relates to the context of the work and the audience so it’s a matter of ‘who am I writing for?’. You are writing, in part, for an audience of scholars in that disciplinary area, including your lecturer. 
One guide is that if that if the information is in five sources or more, or if it is something most educated adults know, it is common knowledge. Some examples of what could be considered common knowledge could be that the tides are related to phases of the moon, or that Jane Austen is a popular satirical author, or that classroom discipline is crucial to successful learning in schools, or that there is currently a shortage of doctors in rural Australia.

But it’s not always so simple – for example if you were writing a first year biology essay about photosynthesis, and you check 5 or 6 first year text books and it’s in there you wouldn’t assume it’s common knowledge because it’s what you have been asked to write about. 

In addition, as your assignments become deeper and more detailed as you go on into second and third year units within your chosen areas of study, your and your lecturer’s ideas of common knowledge will probably change, because the context has changed. More detailed information will be assumed as shared knowledge common to your audience. If you’re in doubt, always check with your lecturer or use a reference just to be sure.

How much can we collaborate with other students on assignments?
If you sat together and discussed the work, then went away to write it, there should be no problem with plagiarising, as you would all write it differently. Collaborating and discussing things on that intellectual level is absolutely fine, and in fact it’s one of the things that really helps you to learn.- If you’re collaborating on the writing, though, this is where it can get a bit dangerous. If one person copies ideas or words of another from their writing, this is plagiarism, even if this is done accidentally within a general spirit of cooperation and collaboration.

How can I make sure that I don’t plagiarise?
There are a number of strategies that you’ll learn while you’re at university, and eventually they’ll become second nature. The obvious things to do are to become familiar with the referencing conventions in your discipline and learn how to incorporate these into your writing. Use journal articles or essay models that you’ve been given to read to see how they introduce ideas from other sources, how they back up their argument using evidence from previous work, and how they insert the references into the text. 

Use reference guides for explanations of referencing conventions. Make a note of the detailed instructions relating to punctuation, and how to insert citations of sources into the text of your essay. 

When you’re taking notes for an assignment, make sure that you always write your source down, including the page number. That way, when it comes to writing up the assignment, you’ll have all the references there already and you won’t accidentally forget to include the correct reference.

If you find in your reading something that is worded in such a way that it captures the idea perfectly, then write it into your notes word for word and put it in quotation marks so that you know it is a direct quote. Make limited use of direct quotes though. Using too many direct quotes does not show that you have an understanding of the concepts. 

Most of the ideas you discover in your research should be paraphrased - rewritten in your own words, using your own voice. Paraphrasing can be quite a difficult skill to master and is best done at some distance from the source. This way you can avoid the temptation to repeat the structure of the idea in the original and so avoid plagiarising. Read the text carefully first; make sure you’ve understood it, including any particularly difficult words or phrases. Think of how you can express the words or phrases differently while still retaining the original meaning. Without looking back at the original text, write your restatement of the concept and then, and this is very important, remember to include the reference to the original text. Even though you’ve changed the wording significantly, the idea still belongs to someone else, and you need to acknowledge that. When paraphrasing, it’s not enough to just take out a few words and replace them with synonyms, or to rearrange the phrases into a different order without changing the words. These are some of the strategies you can use, but you need to use a range of techniques together to ensure that your text is not too close in structure and expression to the original.

It’s very difficult to write about something in your own words without understanding it first. Aim to understand the concepts. So when you’re reading, look for meaning in what you read, think about it. This pre-writing, thinking phase can be the longest part of writing an essay. You’ve started an essay when you start to think about it, and the writing part is the culmination of this thinking and reading, where you communicate your research and thoughts to your lecturer. You have to do the research and have the thoughts first, and this is where much of the learning takes place.

This may seem like a lot to remember when you first start off, but as with any new skill, constant practice and attention to detail will pay off…

Where can I go to for help if I’m unsure about plagiarism?
You can ask your lecturer, staff at the Academic Skills Office, or your Academic Support people if you are in a college, or you can go to the Academic Skills Office website, where you can download referencing guides and factsheets. There is also a student friendly version of the university’s Plagiarism policy - type “Avoiding plagiarism” into the search box on the UNE homepage.

What happens if I plagiarise unintentionally? Am I still going to get into trouble?
Even once you feel you have mastered the particular referencing conventions in your field you may find there are differences between lecturers or in expectations at different stages of your course. If it’s an early assignment in first year and you make a mistake with referencing techniques because you’re still learning how to do it, you’ll probably have it brought to your attention but it’s not the end of the world. You may be given a warning or asked to resubmit your assignment. In later years, though, lecturers will increasingly expect that you know how to reference properly and you may end up having to make formal explanations. Lecturers, though, are not at all sympathetic to clear cases where students have cut and paste large bits of text from the internet (or from other sources) and presented this as their own work. If you do this, not knowing that it’s plagiarism, you could well become involved in the time consuming formal process with potentially serious consequences. 

What referencing system should I use?
This is something you’ll need to find out as it’s different depending on which units you’re studying. Most schools in the university use a version of the author date or Harvard system and there is an official referencing guide published by the university to help students with this. Guidelines in science units may also differ slightly from the UNE referencing guide and if in doubt you may need to check with your lecturer what the conventions are. Students studying History are required to use a traditional footnoting system. There is also a footnoting guide produced by the university, and unit outlines may also include a guide of how to footnote correctly. The Law school uses another system, the Australian guide to legal citation or AGLC which you can buy from the bookshop or access online. Psychology uses the system of the American psychological association or APA, so you will need to buy the text for this from the bookshop. Many other disciplines or lecturers are quite flexible about which system you choose to use, as long as you are consistent throughout your work in using just one style. If you’re ever in doubt as to which system you need to follow, check with your unit coordinator.
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