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Introduction

Method

Plagiarism is one of the most common forms of academic
dishonesty that college students engage in (Olafson, Schraw, &
Kehrwald, 2014). Unfortunately, the prevalence of plagiarism
has been increasing due to the Internet, which makes
intentional plagiarism easier and more efficient than in the past
(Skaar, 2015). Nonetheless, a large proportion of faculty believe
that many cases of student plagiarism are unintentional—fueled
by a lack of awareness and knowledge of what constitutes
plagiarism (Bruton & Childers, 2016; Risquez, O’Dwyer, &
Ledwith, 2013). Thus, I make it a point in my courses (especially
those that involve significant writing and citation) to devote
considerable time and attention to this issue. Whereas most of
the anti-plagiarism interventions in the literature are one-shot
approaches (e.g., one homework assignment, one lecture or
workshop; e.g., Fenster, 2016; Obeid & Hill, 2017), I’ve
developed a 3-pronged approach that can be used in a single
course to increase students’ understanding of plagiarism.

As part of a quasi-experiment, data were collected from four upper level psychology courses at Southwestern University. Specifically,
I compared students’ scores on a 6-item plagiarism test in my social psychology course (which uses the 3-pronged intervention; n =
14) with a control group of student scores in three comparable upper-level courses (behavioral neuroscience, abnormal psychology,
and health psychology; n = 29). Importantly, all upper level courses require the completion of research methods, and thus students
in these courses should be roughly equivalent in their previous level of training in APA citation and avoiding plagiarism. In addition
to the plagiarism test, I measured students’ perceptions of plagiarism (e.g., “I have a good understanding of what does and doesn’t
constitute plagiarism in scientific writing,” “I am confident in my ability to write psychology papers in a way that avoids plagiarism,”
and “College student violations of plagiarism in scientific writing should be taken very seriously”).

The 3-Pronged Approach
1) Plagiarism Tutorial. Early in the semester, students are
required to complete an online tutorial hosted by Indiana
University; it takes 1-3 hours and involves definitions of
plagiarism, reading sample cases, taking practice tests, and
ultimately, a certification test. Students print, sign, and turn in
their certificate once they’ve successfully passed the test (the
site allows multiple chances).
2) Handout on Proper Citation. Next, students read a 6-page
handout I created that covers proper citation in psychology
(including what constitutes plagiarism and how to avoid it),
and I do a mini-lecture in class over the handout so that
students can ask follow-up questions.
3) Plagiarism Homework. Finally, students complete a homework
assignment that puts what they’ve learned into practice. The
assignment includes excerpts from original sources together
with snippets of written language ostensibly from students,
and asks them to indicate whether or not plagiarism has
occurred. We go over the correct answers in class together.

Examples from Plagiarism Test
SOURCE: Knight et al. (2001)—The results showed that for rape cases, participants preferred to punish White celebrities and White non-celebrities
about equally; however, they tended to prefer harsher punishments for Black celebrities than for Black non-celebrities.
____ Student’s Paper: A recent study found that people recommend harsher punishments for Black rape defendants who are famous than for Black
defendants who are non-famous, whereas they recommend similar punishments for White rape defendants, regardless of whether they are
famous or not. (Answer = Yes; good paraphrase, but no citation to attribute source to author)
____ Student’s Paper: Knight et al. (2001) essentially found that in rape cases, being a celebrity has no effect on the recommended punishment for
White defendants, whereas for Black defendants, being a celebrity can be a distinct liability. (Answer = No; properly cited and a good paraphrase)
____ Student’s Paper: Researchers have shown that for rape cases, participants recommend similar punishments for White celebrities and noncelebrities, but they recommend harsher punishments for Black celebrities than Black non-celebrities (Knight et al., 2001). (Answer = Yes; properly
cited, but paraphrase is too close to the original)

Results

Conclusion

Student in the social psychology course got a significantly
higher number of questions correct (M = 5.4 out of 6) on the
plagiarism test than did students in the three control-group
courses (M = 4.6 out of 6), t (41) = 2.24, p = .031. Moreover,
although there were no significant differences between
students in social psychology and the other courses in their
self-reported understanding of plagiarism (M = 6.21 vs. 6.17
out of 7) or the perceived seriousness of plagiarism
violations (M = 6.07 vs. 5.97 out of 7), students in social
psychology reported more confidence in their ability to write
psychology papers in a way that avoids plagiarism (M = 6.43
vs. 5.87 out of 7), t (41) = 2.15, p = .038.

Although these findings should be replicated in a larger
sample, the results provide preliminary evidence that a
relatively easy 3-pronged approach can be used in a course
to help students better understand plagiarism.

