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 From your experience in graduate 
school/work with graduate students, to what 
extent do you believe that plagiarism is an 
issue among graduate students?



 NSF study exploring the nature of teaching and research 
among graduate students in Science, Engineering, and 
Mathematics (SEM)
◦ PRE/POST Research Proposals

 Most plagiarism research has been conducted with 
undergraduate students (e.g. Ellery, 2008; Selwyn, 2008; 
Parameswaran & Devi, 2006) 

 However Swazey et al. (1993) and Anderson (2009) examined 
plagiarism among graduate students

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This study is part of a larger NSF study examining teaching and research among graduate students from Science, Engineering, and Mathematics.  Part of this larger study involves collecting research proposals from graduate students at the beginning and end of one of their first years in their graduate programs. We noticed that many of the proposals had instances of plagiarism and so we wanted to know how common plagiarism issues are among graduate students and why these issues were occurring.  A review of the literature, however, indicates that there is a scarcity of knowledge about plagiarism issues among graduate students. Rather the existing literature largely examines plagiarism among undergraduate students. However, Swazey et al. examined graduate student plagiarism issues by administering surveys to faculty members and graduate students. They found that about 1/3 of the professors had at least one graduate student who has committed plagiarism. Anderson et al. surveyed 2000 doctoral students about ethical misconduct related to research. They found that departmental context was related to the extent to which grad students experience and report ethical misconduct regarding research. Over three-quarters of their respondents reported that their departments have not actively prepared them to identify and address issues of ethical misconduct. 



 To what extent is plagiarism a concern 
among graduate students from SEM fields?

 Why do graduate students plagiarize?



H1: Inexperience and a lack of enculturation 

H2: ESL issues/discomfort with language

H3: Intentional plagiarism 
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Presentation Notes
A lack of enculturation refers to the fact that students do not understand the process of doing science and are not aware of the culture of science. H1:  Inexperience and a lack of enculturation – motivation for plagiarism is a lack of understanding about science and language of science.  H2:  ESL issues/discomfort with language - motivation is desire to appropriate others facility with language, not science based. H3:  Intentional plagiarism plagiarism motivated by desire to appropriate others scientific expertise and quality work.plagiarism motivated by interest in putting forth minimal effort.



 Beginning Graduate Students in SEM at 3 Universities
 Pre/Post Research Proposals 

◦ 88 Pre-Proposals available; 54 rated for primary 
literature (Timmerman, 2008)

◦ 48 Post-Proposals available
 Safe Assignment
 Semi-Structured Interviews

◦ semesters of self-reported prior research experience
 ESL Status from Demographic Questionnaire

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Safe Assignment is a plagiarism detection software system. 



 Instances of Plagiarism were observed for 
◦ 50 (43.2%) Pre-proposals 

 14.8% were minor plagiarism issues and 28.4% were 
major issues

◦ 38 (39.6%) Post-proposals 
 4.2% were minor plagiarism issues and 35.4% were 

major issues

 Plagiarized mostly from websites or 
journals. 
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Presentation Notes
Minor plagiarism issues included inadequate paraphrasing of a few sentences while major issues involved participants extensively copying and pasting text from available resources and often providing no citations. We were somewhat surprised that participants plagiarized websites. We interpreted this to mean that many of the participants may have been unfamiliar with higher quality references in their field. 



 Insufficient Paraphrasing/Lack of Citation



 Major Copy and Paste from a Journal



PRE POST
Carnegie Classification % With 

Plagiarism
% No 

Plagiarism
% With 

Plagiarism
% No 

Plagiarism
University 1 (Research 
Extensive)

48.5% 51.5% 38.5% 61.5%

University 2 (Master’s 
Colleges and Universities –
Larger Programs)

30.8% 69.2% 44.4% 55.6%

University 3 (Baccaleaureate 
Colleges Arts and Sciences)

22.2% 77.8% - -

 Substantial rates of plagiarism at all 3 universities sampled 
 University 3, with the lowest rates of plagiarism, requires that 

new graduate students attend an applied course on 
developing a research proposal

Two-tailed p-value for:
PRE Proposal = .227
POST Proposal = .785
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Substantial rates at all three universities and each represent different kinds of institutions. The 3rd institution has the lowest rates of plagiarism.  We suspect that this may be due to the fact that this institution requires new graduate students to enroll in an applied course in which they receive practical guidance.  Many of the participants at this site have told the researchers that this course has greatly assisted them in developing the research proposals that they submitted for this study.We used a chi-square to determine if there were significant differences between the rates of plagiarism at the 3 universities sampled. Although we observed sizeable differences between the sites, these differences were not significant. Baccaleaureate – fewer than 50 master’s degrees awarded per year.



 11 (20.4%) of pre-
proposals lacked any 
primary literature 
references.

 Plagiarism was more 
frequent among 
participants who lacked 
primary literature.

% With 
Plagiarism

% No 
Plagiarism

Lacked 
Primary 
Literature

60.0% 40.0%

Included 
Primary 
Literature

25.0% 75.0%

Two-tailed p-value= .003
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1/5 of the pre-proposals did not include any primary literature. Instead, these participants cut and pasted text from websites which also generally lacked any primary literature references. Thus several participants may have been unable to locate high quality or reputable sources from which to take appropriate material or may fail to realize the importance of primary literature.  We decided to compare the rate of plagiarism among participants who did and did not have any primary literature. A chi-square revealed that there was significantly more plagiarism among participants who lacked any primary literature in their pre-research proposals.



 Participants who 
plagiarized for the Pre-
Proposal had less 
research experience at 
that time. 

Average # Semesters of 
Research Experience

No 
Plagiarism

Plagiarism

PRE 3.62 
(Median =3.0)

3.00
(Median =2.0)

POST 5.22
(Median =5.0)

5.33
(Median =4.0)

One-tailed p-value for: 
PRE Proposal = .255
POST Proposal = .468
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This slide shows the difference between participants who proposals included plagiarized text in terms of the amount of research experience that they have had. As this table shows, participants who plagiarized on the Pre-proposal had about 1 less semester of research experience at that time. We conducted a Mann-Whitney test to examine if these differences were significant. The Mann-Whitney test can be used to compare two medians when random sampling is not used. This is a one-tailed significance value since we were only really interested in knowing if students with no plagiarism have more research experience.  Though participants who plagerized had slightly more research experience overall, there were no significant differences in median number of semesters of research experience between students who committed plagiarism vs. those who did not. 



 Plagiarism 
rates were 
higher among 
participants 
who spoke 
English as a 
Second 
Language (ESL)

PRE POST

% With 
Plagiarism

% No 
Plagiarism

% With 
Plagiarism

% No 
Plagiarism

ESL 60.0% 40.0% 55.6% 44.4%
Native 
speaker

25.0% 75.0% 25.0% 75.0%

One-tailed p-value for:
PRE Proposal = .030
POST Proposal = .058

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We also suspected that language issues may play a large role in the reason why many gradaute students in our study plagiarize. This table shows, plagiarism was more common among ESL graduate students for both the pre and the post-proposalWe then conducted a Chi-Square test to examine if these differences were significant. The level of significance that is reported is for one tail because we were only interested in determining if ESL students had higher rates of plagiarism. The difference between the proportions of ESL participants who committed plagiarism and Native speakers who committed plagiarism was significant for the PRE proposal and almost significant for the post-proposal.



 Instances of plagiarism were commonly observed in 
this study. Findings may reflect:

H1: Lack of enculturation into one’s academic discipline. 

“The highlighted phrase was about the symptoms of the disease. Symptoms 
for a disease never change…anyway I have reprashed the introduction.”

Supporting evidence:
a. Lack of primary literature references suggests that students’ knowledge 

of their discipline may be problematic.
b. Though not statistically significant, students who plagiarized on the 

pre-proposal had about 1 less semester of research experience.
c. Though not statistically significant, students who received more explicit 

instruction on how to develop a research proposal at one of the 
institutions sampled, less frequently committed plagiarism.
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Though many instances were minor issues, plagiarism was commonly identified in the research proposals written by graduate students in this study. There are several potential explanations for why we observed high rates of plagiarism in this study. One explanation that was examined in this study is that plagiarism may reflect a lack of enculturation into one’s academic discipline. This quote taken from an email conversation with one of the students who engaged in plagiarism exemplifies this idea. As he noted, “The highlighted phrase was about the symptoms of the disease. Symptoms for a disease never change…anyway I have reprashed the introduction.” In this quote, the participants identifies that they did not realize that they were committing plagiarism. Thus this graduate student did not recognize the effort that the researcher/author put forth in order to synthesize the symptoms of a disease and that this information represents intellectual property.Overall findings from this study have provided some evidence to support the conclusion that a lack of enculturation into one’s academic discipline contributes to graduate student plagiarism.  Specifically, many students did not use any primary literature in their proposals. This suggest that knowledge of their discipline may be limited. The second piece of evidence in our study that indicates that plagiarism among graduate students may be due, in part, to a lack of enculturation is that students who plagiarized had slightly less research experience. And last, plagiarism issues were less frequently observed at a university that required an applied research course that provides them with support in developing a research proposal.



H2: ESL Issues
Supporting Evidence: Significantly higher rates of plagiarism 

on the pre-proposal among ESL students.

 Need for more research on graduate student plagiarism 
issues 
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We also suspected that language issues may have contributed to the high rates of plagiarism that we observed and this study provided evidence that supports that conclusion. Need for more research. Little research on grad student plagiarism in general. Additionally our study suffered from an important limitation which is these research proposals are low-stakes for participants and thus participants may not put forth their best effort. Thus future research should attempt to examine graduate student plagiarism issues using , if possible, more authentic examples of student work such as 2nd year graduate projects or thesis and dissertation proposals.
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 To what extent do you feel that lack of 
enculturation and language barriers 
contribute to graduate student plagiarism?

 Do you feel that there are other explanations 
that may better explain our findings?

 What are faculty/departments/universities 
doing to better address/eliminate plagiarism 
among graduate students?

 What else can faculty/departments/ 
universities do to better address/eliminate 
plagiarism among graduate students?
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