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Plagiarism is one of those problems in
academia that will likely never disap-
pear, and it’s not hard to understand
why. Personal problems, apathy, frus-
tration, the pressure to succeed, and
looming deadlines – any one or combi-
nation of these can produce conditions
where copying someone else’s work or
paying for someone else to handle your
problems can seem like an attractive
option.

It happens a lot. According to a
U.S. national survey by Education Week,
47 per cent of students believe their
teachers sometimes choose to ignore
students who are cheating, 54 per cent
admit to having plagiarised from the
Internet and a whopping 74 per cent
admit to have engaged in serious aca-
demic misconduct. Similar results are

reflected in other surveys; for instance,
the Center for Academic Integrity
found that 70 per cent of 50,000 under-
graduates on 60 campuses admit to
some form of cheating.

Academic misconduct is a blanket
term for a number of offences, includ-
ing plagiarism, which is defined by the
University of Regina as “a form of ac-
ademic dishonesty in which one per-
son submits or presents the work of
another person as his or her own,
whether from intent to deceive, lack of
understanding, or carelessness.”

Plagiarism can range from unin-
tentional to deliberate, and includes
buying custom essays, turning in the
work of another, turning in a paper
from a “free term paper” website, and
failing to cite documentation or sources
properly.

Don Sharpe deals with academic
misconduct in the Faculty of Arts as
part of his responsibilities as Associate
Dean of Arts Undergraduate. Last se-

mester, he dealt with 30 reported cases
of academic misconduct. 

“It’s something the university ob-
viously takes very seriously and I take
it very seriously as part of my job. A
good chunk of my job is to educate stu-
dents about what we consider plagia-
rism to be and how to avoid it.”

Catching a plagiarist is a lengthy
process involving a fair bit of paper-
work. A professor must pinpoint the
passages suspected of being plagia-
rised, find the source document(s),
write a formal letter outlining the
charge, and explaining how plagiarism
has been addressed in the course. Once
this package is delivered to the
Associate Dean, the student is then in-
vited to come in for a meeting to dis-
cuss the charge and then a decision is
made. The consequences depend on
the severity of the plagiarism.

The minimum punishment, for
limited first-time offences, is a reduc-
tion of 20 percentage points on the as-

signment. Buying an essay, or resub-
mitting one from another class, results
in a grade of zero for the entire course.
In more extreme cases, students can be
expelled and degrees can be rescinded. 

While the Internet has made the
detection of sloppy cut-and-paste pla-
giarism much easier, it has also gener-
ated a kind of arms race as plagiarists
have increasingly moved to download-
ing free papers or patronizing online
custom essay-writing services. The lat-
ter are much harder to catch, as simple
Google searches will not reveal them.
With a short email and an online bank
account or credit card, anyone can or-
der an original assignment.

One such website proclaims: “Let
the most trusted essay writing service
in the industry assist you. Professional
essay writers with MA and PhD de-
grees are ready to help you write your
essay, term paper or other assignment
... The custom essay writing that we
provide will save your time and

money, guaranteed.”
Preventing plagiarism is an ongo-

ing process that demands vigilance.
Professors often require topic propos-
als, rough drafts, and photocopies of
source material in order to discourage
dishonesty. They will also discuss pla-
giarism with the students, often be-
yond merely parroting the mandatory
policy that must be read out on the first
day of classes.

Detection involves looking for un-
usual details, such as odd formatting,
jargon, and various other incongruities.
Often the paper simply doesn’t feel
right. From there, professors can often
track down sources on the web or by
consulting library references. Several
hours of paperwork and meetings later,
a sentence is handed down, and a life
or career may be permanently stained
for the sake of saving a few hours of
work.
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plagiarised from the Internet

Reported cases of academic misconduct
in undergraduate Arts at the U of R
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“The Internet [has] generated a kind of arms race as plagiarists have increasingly moved to
downloading free papers or patronizing online custom essay-writing services.”
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The process of detecting, reporting,
and punishing plagiarism is long and
complicated, but professors know that
enforcement is crucial to preventing a
poisonous culture of cheating from set-
ting in. For one professor, however,
crushing plagiarism is more than a
duty or a chore. It’s a crusade.

Susan Johnston, associate profes-
sor in the faculty of English, knows the
headache of reporting suspected pla-
giarism all too well. “It can take up to
six hours to prepare a case for the
Dean, but this process is really impor-
tant, because unless all cases are re-
ported to the Dean's office, there is no
way of knowing whether or not we
have a repeat offender.”

Johnston said that there are many
clues to catching a plagiarist that pro-
fessors look for, including inconsis-
tency in the level or quality of the
writing, and referring to critics who do
not appear in the bibliography. “And
sometimes, as the professor, you just
recognize the material and think to
yourself, ‘well, I’ve read that before.’
Essentially plagiarists are really count-
ing on having read more than their
professors, and that’s a pretty high-risk
game.” 

This game was lost in spectacular
fashion by one of Johnston’s students
who once plagiarised from a work she
published herself as a graduate stu-
dent.

In the past few decades, the
Internet has made plagiarism much
easier. But, as Johnston pointed out,
it’s easier on both sides. “The Internet
has made it much, much easier to pla-
giarize.  But the Internet has made it
much, much easier to catch them as
well.”

What would once have taken an
indefinite amount of time, from an
hour to a whole summer, has turned
into no more than a five-minute ven-
ture for professors. “I can usually con-
firm my suspicions in less than five
minutes. And I am almost never
wrong.”

To combat plagiarism in her
classes, Johnston has taken to a lengthy
speech regarding plagiarism known
throughout the department as “The
Plagiarism Speech.” Johnston devel-
oped the speech because many stu-
dents claimed they didn’t know or

understand how serious plagiarism is.
“I don’t think any of my students

could make that claim. I think anybody
who has heard the speech understands
that I am only turning them in to the
Associate Dean because the law pre-
vents me from hunting them down
myself and nailing them to the wall as
a warning to those who come after.”

Johnston’s speech is so powerful
that Sarah Kowalyshen, a fifth-year
English major, still remembers hearing
it on her first day of English 100.

“I remember her plagiarism speech
as very powerful. It demonstrated her
passion to end plagiarism. I appreci-
ated the speech because I believe that
everyone should be credited for the
work they have done, and no one has
the right to steal people’s ideas.”

Johnston, who won the Alumni
Award for Excellence in Teaching in
2008, is so passionate about ending pla-
giarism that once, while giving the
speech, she made strange little neck-
wringing gestures through most of it.

“I think maybe some of the stu-
dents thought I was genuinely crazy.
But it is also an important signal to the
other students. It is a signal that I take
their education, and the value of their
degrees, seriously, and that’s impor-
tant.”

The speech is so legendary in the
department that senior-level students
take Johnston’s classes just to hear it,
since it changes with each delivery.
“They come in on the first day all ex-
cited to hear it again, and see what is
different this time, and then they will
actually give me ratings afterward.”

But does the speech work?
“I have very, very few cases these

days – fewer than one a year, for sure.
And the people I have trained, for the
most part, as senior students, are some
of the hardest cases when it comes to
dealing with plagiarism.”

Catching a plagiarist is, for
Johnston, a weird mix of emotions in-
cluding satisfaction, insult, and resent-
ment. “The whole process for that
student hasn’t taken them as much as
half an hour. I resent the fact that I am
spending hours assembling the pack-
age, which is time taken away from
my other students.”

Johnston urges her students to take
plagiarism seriously because it is not a
minor offence.

“I am absolutely serious about it,
and rumours I once ate a plagiarist are
greatly exaggerated.”
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Professor’s passion has become legendary

“I am only turning them in to the
Associate Dean because the law prevents
me from hunting them down myself and
nailing them to the wall as a warning to
those who come after.”
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The price of success in post-secondary
can be high, both financially and
morally.

A senior-year undergraduate stu-
dent taking business at Saint Mary’s
University in Nova Scotia can’t even
tabulate how much money he has
spent on customized essays.

“I would not know the total, it’s
not something I like to keep track of …
it could be once or a number of times
per year that I do [purchase an essay],”
he said.

The student spoke to the Carillon

on a guarantee of anonymity, since re-
vealing his personal information could
jeopardize his academic career. Though
the act is illicit, punishable by suspen-
sion or expulsion, this student was ea-
ger to justify his reasons for repeatedly
taking credit for work that was not his
own.  

“Everyone wants to do their best in
class and get high grades, and writing
an essay was never something that I
was good at,” he said. “I still do have a
bit of trouble with it, and struggle from
time to time, so I do seek help when it
seems hard.”

While articulate in spoken English,
his writing is choppy. He certainly ben-
efits from purchasing essays from his

provider.
“On written assignments, my

marks are usually in the 60 to 70 per
cent range … on the written assign-
ments provided, they are anywhere be-
tween 80 to 95 per cent.”

However, only half of the post-sec-
ondary struggle is achieving stellar
grades. This student acknowledges
that he probably could have acquired
the necessary skills himself to achieve
at such a high level had he stayed per-
sistent in learning formal writing skills.

“Of course I believe if I had put a
little more effort into the written as-
signments I would have benefited a lot
more and gotten the hang of things a
little faster,” he said. “Unfortunately I

don’t have much time on my hands, so
spending a few hours on a written as-
signment is a little hard.”

He has purchased more than 24 es-
says for a variety of subjects.
Depending on one’s perspective, these
represent either clever, advantageous
decisions, or more than two dozen
missed opportunities. 

The student claims that he has im-
proved over the three years, regardless
of how many words he knowingly pla-
giarized. 

“I believe my writing skills have
improved. There was a time when I
didn’t even know how to begin writing
an essay, or the format that it had to be
written in, but yes, I believe over the

years it has gotten much better.”
He confessed no moral conflict on

the matter. 
The only issue that could harm his

academic standing would be getting
caught by faculty for cheating. This,
too, hasn’t been a concern. 

He said that no teacher has ever in-
quired into the origin of his papers,
though he’s been prepared for that sce-
nario.

“I tend to read the paper before it
is handed in and get to know what the
topic is about and fully understand it,
just in case a question is asked, so I’d be
able to answer it properly and under-
stand the topic.”

“Everyone wants to do their best in class and get high grades, and writing
an essay was never something that I was good at.”

Anonymous plagiarist
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Student has bought custom essays for three years


