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PLAGIARISM

An holistic, institutional response to plagiarism

1. Introduction

This document is an extension of that presented to Educational Policy Committee in July 2006 (EPC 35/06). It proposes a framework for an institutional response to plagiarism including:

· An institutional perspective on plagiarism;

· An overview of the process in reviewing suspected cases of plagiarism;

· Clarification of the disciplinary process;

· Role definition of those involved. 

As in most institutions, the QMU Assessment Regulations define plagiarism as:


The presentation by an individual of another person’s ideas or work (in any medium, published or unpublished) as though they were his or her own. 

(QMU Assessment Regulations 12.1.2)

In addition, the QMU Assessment Regulations define collusion as:

Academic collusion is deemed to be unauthorised and unacceptable where it

involves the unattributed collaboration of students or others resulting in plagiarism,

which is against the University regulations

(QMU Assessment Regulations 12.1.3)
This is further expanded in The Student Regulations where it is stated that academic collusion would include:

· Allowing others to do the research and writing of an assigned paper (for example, receiving unattributed help from another person);

· Receiving or providing assistance on assignments unless such assistance is

authorised by the tutor. This includes lending work in any format (including

computer disks) or allowing access to work in a manner likely to give other

students an opportunity to gain unfair advantage;

· Presenting the outcome of a joint project as the students’ own work.

(Student Regulations - Research Postgraduate Academic Regulations 1.3)
Undoubtedly, plagiarism is highly complex and it is hoped that the clarification proposed in this paper will assist staff when considering possible cases of plagiarism by improving transparency and consistency across the institution.

2. Towards an institutional perspective on plagiarism

Plagiarism can be considered as three broad types of behaviour (Carroll & Seymour 2006):

· Poor Academic Practice including inadequate referencing
 or poor paraphrasing;

· Academic Misbehaviour including copying from published material, for example, cutting and pasting from the internet or from online journals;

· Academic Misconduct including outright deception (cheating) such as purchasing/commissioning of work, complete copying of another student’s assessment, collusion, falsifying data.

Any suspect assessment submission may contain one or more of these behaviours

Each occurrence of plagiaristic behaviour can be regarded as having two characteristics:

· Intention - the student’s intention to deceive the marker on a scale of 0 to 10;

· Proportionality - the amount of plagiarism expressed as a % of the submission.

Intention and proportionality can be combined as a line graph:
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In this example, each of the three assessments has exhibited different plagiaristic behaviour, with varying intent and extent:

	Assessment X
	Large amount of poor academic practice but probably little intent.

	Assessment Y
	Small amount of cutting and pasting, for example, from the Internet, which is suspected to be intentional.

	Assessment Z
	Significant amount of suspected collusion with intent.


This graph can be adapted to provide guidance on the nature of the tariff (penalty) for plagiarism as shown:
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	Intent less than 1

Proportion less than 3%
	In most cases, this would not attract a tariff; however, advice and/or remedial action should be considered.

	Poor academic practice

(low tariff)
	Any behaviour that can be placed in the bottom left of the graph would attract a low tariff, for example, being asked to re-submit without penalty or with a small penalty. This is considered a minor instance of plagiarism.

	Academic misbehaviour

(medium tariff)
	Most cases of plagiarism are in this area and would receive a penalty of reduced marks which may or may not require a resubmission.

	Academic misconduct

(high tariff)
	Any behaviour that can be placed in the top right of the diagram is likely to be referred to a University Disciplinary Committee. This is considered a major instance of plagiarism.


Please note that any previous occurrence of plagiarism may increase the tariff.

3. The Detection and Handling of alleged plagiaristic activity

In both the detection and handling of suspected cases of plagiaristic activity, Queen Margaret University is concerned to ensure that policies and procedures provide for a fair, consistent, transparent and appropriate response, especially in cases where a low to medium tariff would be appropriate ie poor academic practice or academic misbehaviour. This paper re-emphasises institutional procedures for handling cases referred to the disciplinary process and in so doing, formalises some existing procedures. 

Procedures for detecting and handling of suspected cases of plagiarism are underpinned by the following principles:

An assumption of innocence until evidence confirms otherwise. 

· Clear lines of responsibility and accountability, with the assessment process being separated from the detection of plagiarism – the person considering whether or not the work is plagiaristic is not involved in the assessment of work, only in determining if and to what extent plagiarism has occurred;

· Each case is judged only on the evidence available. This is intended to guard against stereotypes, for example, that international students are more likely to plagiarise;

· Consistency – similar cases will receive similar penalties across a School and across the University;

· Fairness – there will be equality of treatment, with tutors encouraged to progress suspected cases of plagiarism rather than by-pass measures that may have been seen previously as too draconian for cases of poor academic practice and academic misconduct;

· Confidentiality –confidential student data will not be disclosed at an Examination Board through members discussion of individual cases in open forum

· Timeliness – there will be timely resolution of cases at an appropriate level, especially for cases judged to be minor cases of plagiarism.

3.1 The Key Roles:

Six roles will be involved in the proposed framework:

Tutor (for the purpose of this framework tutor means any member of academic staff)
Each tutor is responsible for:

1. ensuring that their students are repeatedly made aware of the QMU Plagiarism Policy and the support mechanisms available to students such as the Student Learning Centre (QMU Assessment Regulations 2006);

2. designing and setting assessments that do not encourage plagiarism;

3. scrutinising of academic work to ensure that signs of plagiarism are detected at an early stage (QMU Assessment Regulations 2006);

4. making a positive effort to detect plagiarism in all assessments;

5. collecting evidence of plagiarism when required, for example via TurnitinUK reports;

6. referring cases of plagiarism to the Programme Leader.

Programme Leader

All concerns by tutors related to plagiarism must initially be discussed with the Programme Leader who is responsible for making the decision to progress the case further under these guidelines. The Programme Leader shall decide whether there is a prima facie case established for plagiarism and, on that basis, the appropriate route for handling the case. 

If it is judged that the case falls into the first category ie poor academic practice that requires only remedial action, then the Programme Leader shall inform the student and either carry out the actions required or ensure that they are carried out via the referring tutor such as referring a student to the Student Learning Centre.

If it is judged that there is academic misbehaviour or academic misconduct, then the case will be referred to the Dean of School under the QMU Code of Discipline. The Programme Leader will be responsible for the submission of evidential material to the Dean of School and for informing the student or students involved and any referring staff member of the decision to move to the Disciplinary process.

Dean of School

The Dean of School shall investigate all referred cases.  In consultation with the Academic Registrar, the Dean will determine if the case may be dealt with summarily under Section 5 of the QMU Code of Discipline. 

The Dean will interview the student before any other steps are taken under the Code of Discipline.  The Dean will advise the student in writing of the referral, invite the student to make representations and advise  the student of the support mechanisms available. 

At the interview, a friend or representative may accompany the student.  If the Dean considers it appropriate to do so, and if the student agrees, the matter may be dealt with summarily, without recourse to a disciplinary committee.  

If the matter is dealt with summarily, the Dean will consider written or oral evidence as he or she thinks fit. That may include any plagiarism detection software or other dishonesty detection mechanisms made available by QMU. It will also include any evidence or representations from the student or students involved as well as from the Programme Leader or from any other member of staff deemed necessary to make a determination. This can include “expert witnesses”. The QMU student record system may also be checked for previous recorded instances of proven plagiarism. 

If there is a possibility that the allegation, if proved, may lead to the suspension or exclusion of the student, then the case must be referred to a Disciplinary Committee. 

In the case of a distance learning student, a telephone or video conference interview will be organised and the student fully briefed about the timing and structure of the interview;

If a finding of guilt is made, the Dean may impose any of the penalties set out in the Code of Discipline, other than expulsion from the University.

At the termination of the proceedings, the Dean will write a short report.  In the event of a finding of guilt, the report will set out the misconduct alleged, a brief summary of evidence received, the grounds for the finding of guilt, the penalty imposed, and the factors taken into account in deciding the penalty.  A copy of the report will be sent to the student, to the Programme Leader and to the referring Tutor.   If the report contains recommendations concerning examination marks, a copy of the report will also be sent to the appropriate Board of Examiners.

There is a right of appeal against a finding of guilt.

School Office

A designated member of the School Office will attend the student interview.

The School Office will maintain records of all cases referred to the Dean or to a Disciplinary Committee.  The member of the School Office acting as the Secretary to the Examination Board, will report the outcome of the case to the Board.  This will be appropriate only in those cases where the allegation has been upheld, and the penalty applied by the Dean of School or the Disciplinary Committee.   

The designated member of the School Office will also, when appropriate:

migrate case records to a new field in ISIS;

delete migrated records from ISIS after the expiry date defined by QMU regulations;

remove case records when a student leaves QMU.

Student

The student will be responsible for:

· Providing evidence on request; 

· Attending an investigatory meeting; 

· Either accepting a disciplinary recommendation or proceeding to an appeal under the provisions of the Code of Discipline.

In the case of a distance learning student an investigatory meeting can be conducted by any appropriate means.

Student Union

At all times, students will be able to call upon the support and guidance of the Student’s Union. It is anticipated that the Student’s Union will have trained staff to support students and to attend interviews/meetings with the Dean and/or the Disciplinary Committee.

3.2
QMU Disciplinary Process

The following briefly summarises the institutional procedure for dealing with cases of plagiarism. At all times throughout the procedure, the student is presumed innocent unless evidence demonstrates otherwise. 

Stage one: tutor (member of academic staff)

If a tutor responsible for assessing or overseeing a student suspects a case of plagiarism in any assessment item or is alerted to such a case, they should approach the Programme Leader with the relevant material and/or observations which could include a TurnitinUK report. This formalises current practice whereby a tutor will often confer with a colleague (often the Programme Leader) if concerned about a specific piece of work.

Stage two: the programme leader

The Programme Leader will decide if the case should be referred to the Dean or if remedial work will be handled by the subject area and inform the student(s) accordingly. At this time, the student or students can request that the case be referred to Dean. Marked assignments may be returned to the rest of the cohort while investigation continues, but the student under investigation should be informed of the suspected offence separately and confidentially.

Stage three: the Dean

The student is informed by the Dean that an assessment has been referred regarding plagiarism. The Dean will advise whether or not the case will be heard summarily, ie without recourse to full Disciplinary Committee.  A Stage three investigation is a disciplinary matter and general University procedures for student discipline must be followed. The Dean may delegate the investigation to a senior member of staff who is independent of the programme team.

If the academic misconduct is judged to be such that exclusion or suspension may be an outcome, the Dean will advise that the matter has been referred to a full Disciplinary Committee. 

If the matter is dealt with summarily, then the Dean will conduct an investigation, which will include an interview, and consider aspects of intent and proportionality. The Dean will also be able to check student records and may request student information from the School Office.

In coming to a judgement, the Dean of School may either uphold the allegation or dismiss the case.

If the case is upheld, the Dean will impose a tariff available under the QMU Academic Dishonesty and Plagiarism Policy and under the QMU Disciplinary Code for academic misbehaviour or academic misconduct. 

If it is judged that a penalty should be applied, then the Dean or the Disciplinary Committee may recommend to the appropriate Board of Examiners that it should:

a) Award the student lower marks than those which he or she would otherwise have been awarded, or award no marks, for the examination or assessed work in which the student committed the offence

b) Award the student lower marks than those which he or she would otherwise have been awarded, or award no marks, for the unit of which the examination or assessed work was part

c) Award the student a lower class of degree or other academic award than that which he or she would otherwise have been awarded.

d) Exclude the student from the award of a degree or other academic award.  This may be either permanent or for a stated period, and may be absolute or subject to compliance with stipulated requirements.

A Stage three investigation is a disciplinary matter and general University procedures for student discipline must be followed. The Dean may delegate the investigation to a senior member of staff who is independent of the programme team.
Stage four: School Office

If the Dean or the Disciplinary Committee has imposed a tariff, the School Office will:

· inform the relevant Examination Board in writing of the decision;

· update the student database.

Stage five: appeals

A student may appeal against a finding of guilt or a penalty applied.  The appeal must be made to the Academic Registrar within twenty-eight days of the conclusion of the proceedings, which includes the imposition of a penalty.  The student must set out in writing the grounds on which the appeal is based.  

There will be no entitlement to a re-hearing of the case, which will be allowed only in exceptional circumstances.  

The appeal will be submitted to the Principal, who will judge whether or not a prima facie case exists on the basis outlined in the QMU Disciplinary Code. In the event that a re-hearing is judged appropriate, a panel will be convened.  The Academic Registrar will act as technical adviser to the Panel and will nominate a clerk to the committee.  The student may be accompanied by a friend or representative at this meeting.
The committee hearing the appeal may overturn the finding of guilt where they consider it just to do so.  In particular, a finding may be overturned in the light of new evidence; or where it is considered that the original hearing was not conducted fairly; or where the finding of guilt was unreasonable in the light of the findings of fact.  The student may present the appeal in person or in writing as he or she chooses, and may be represented by an adviser, friend or other representative.

The committee hearing an appeal against penalty may impose a lesser or greater penalty, having considered whether the original penalty imposed was fair and reasonable in the light of all the circumstances of the case, and the student's means and general personal circumstances.

3.3 Recording cases of plagiarism in the student database (ISIS)

A new field will be used in ISIS to record cases of plagiarism. This will only be held whilst the student is studying at QMU or for a period of two years. Once a student has left QMU, the record will be deleted by Registry.

3.4 Case history

As suggested by the Office of the Independent Adjudicators, institutions need to keep a case history for training purposes. The Centre for Academic Practice, in conjunction with the Academic Registrar, will be responsible for developing this case history and ensuring that it is widely available throughout the Institution.

3.5 Training of Staff 

The Centre for Academic Practice and Registry will provide staff development for those investigating and hearing such cases. This will include case studies, role play and an overview of procedures to ensure that all cases are treated in an objective and consistent way that is aligned with QMU regulations.

4. Conclusion

The Office of the Independent Adjudicators has expressed concerns about lack of transparency, inconsistency and poor communication within institutions when dealing with cases of plagiarism (Deech 2004; Deech 2006). This paper outlines an institutional response to plagiarism addressing these concerns within the QMU context. 
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� This document considers referencing within an assessment to involve two elements:


a citation within the main text of the assessment which typically includes: the author/s; the date of publication and a page number for any quotation;


a full reference in a reference list at the end of an assessment.
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