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Introduction
Since we introduced the Plagiarism Spectrum 
in 2012, software and digital platforms have 
dramatically transformed instruction and 
learning, and the realm of academic integrity is 
no exception. Technology has both increased 
and mitigated issues of plagiarism and 
academic misconduct; the ways that students 
can potentially compromise the originality of 
their assignments has evolved.

The following brief outlines forms of academic dishonesty 

and notes technology’s role—causes range from a lack of 

foundational academic integrity skills to the engagement 

in purposeful tactics to avoid detection. This brief 

highlights emerging patterns as well as pedagogical 

strategies and technological interventions that can 

help deter unoriginality and foster new standards of 

academic integrity.
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Plagiarism as a  
foundational skills issue
When students lack foundational academic integrity skills, increased digital access can result 
in increased instances of plagiarism. When students don’t have a more complete and clear 
understanding of academic integrity, they may inadvertently engage in academic misconduct.

• Inadvertent plagiarism describes cases when 

students commit plagiarism due to forgetfulness or 

unintentional paraphrasing. Inadvertent plagiarism 

cases include instances in which writers have 

forgotten to cite or lack a firm understanding of 

citation, exacerbated by the concept of “fair use” 

(and its impact on academic integrity) as well as 

misunderstandings over new citation frontiers, such 

as whether or not tweets should be cited.

• Technology has complicated student collusion, 

the act of working within a group on an 

assignment meant for individual assessment. 

The ubiquitous nature of social media and other 

online communication platforms makes collusion 

ambiguous, as students may mistake this behavior 

for collaboration. Furthermore, students may view 

the web and thus, their network of people within its 

realm, as a resource—which also makes gray the 

line between collusion and collaboration.

• Paraphrase plagiarism occurs when a writer 

re-phrases a source’s idea without attribution.

• Copying and pasting other people’s words without 

citation, otherwise known as word-for-word 
plagiarism, can now be enacted through a couple 

of keyboard strokes—a great deal less legwork than 

researching library stacks and hard copies of journals 

and other resources.
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Plagiarism as a conceptual 
understanding issue
When students have not yet acquired a nuanced understanding of academic integrity and 
the concepts behind its importance, increased digital access may provide ambiguous shortcut 
solutions. While students may understand word-for-word plagiarism as a form of misconduct, 
they may not apply this knowledge to the following emerging trends.

• Computer code plagiarism: This is when 

someone copies source code, adapts code, or includes 

portions of code without permission from and 

attribution of the original creator and represents it as 

their own original code. Resembling word-for-word 

plagiarism, but in the realm of software programming, 

this is a new and emerging trend of misconduct.

• Self-plagiarism: This occurs when students 

use their own previous work for a different 

assignment and assessment without attribution. 

This is a “short-cut solution” exacerbated by easily 

accessible digital copies of prior coursework.

• Source-based plagiarism: This is when a writer 

provides inaccurate or incomplete information about 

sources, making them unable to find and verify.

• Mosaic plagiarism: This is enabled by increased 

digital access and the copy-paste function. Students 

may weave phrases and texts from another source 

or several different sources throughout their own 

work, adjusting sentences without quotation marks or 

attribution.
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Plagiarism as an ethical issue
Students that have yet to understand the ethical components of academic integrity or lack intrinsic 
motivation may turn to the following forms of academic misconduct. These forms of misconduct 
intend to evade plagiarism detection software and are more purposeful in nature.

• Manual text modification occurs when 

someone manipulates text with the intention 

of misleading plagiarism detection software. 

This form of misconduct is a deliberate response 

to plagiarism checking.

• Software-based text modification happens when 

someone takes content written by another and runs 

it through a software tool (text spinners, translation 

engines) with the intention of evading detection. This 

form of misconduct uses technology to intentionally 

attempt to circumvent plagiarism detection software.

• Data plagiarism occurs when someone falsifies 

or fabricates data or improperly appropriates 

someone else’s work, putting a researcher, institution, 

or publisher’s reputation in jeopardy.

• Contract cheating is the act of engaging a third 

party (for free, for pay, or in-kind) to complete an 

assignment and then represent that work as their 

own. This form of misconduct has proliferated with 

digital technology access, as essay mills often use 

social media to normalise contract cheating and prey 

on vulnerable students who are under pressure. 

(Smith, 2019).
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What educators can do
Equipping students with the skills and implicit motivation for learning helps mitigate 
instances of academic misconduct (Pierce, 2018). Education is the pivotal component for 
plagiarism deterrence and academic buoyancy. Additionally, to aid in identifying skills gaps 
as well as more emerging forms of academic misconduct, educators can adopt academic 
integrity tools that reinforce their instructional efforts.

Address academic integrity through explicit instruction

Plagiarism solutions often assume all students have been taught why academic integrity is 
important and how to cite properly. Education is a remedy for an ongoing pattern of student 
misconduct, something as simple as a plagiarism lecture resulted in fewer instances of 
plagiarism, according to a study by Obeid and Hill (2017). They state, “We established that 
providing students with explicit knowledge about plagiarism and how to avoid it seems to be an 
effective strategy to reduce academic dishonesty” (Obeid & Hill, 2017, p. 158).

Additionally, “Treating academic integrity as a 

constellation of skills, taught largely through the long 

apprenticeship of higher education is the most promising 

approach for getting students to follow the rules of 

academic citation. That means teaching students what 

academic integrity involves, why professors value it, and 

how exactly to carry it out.” (Blum, 2009).

In their research findings, Kashian et al. state, 

“When instructors prioritize academic honesty in their 

classrooms, train students on how to integrate others’ 

works, cite sources appropriately, and use plagiarism 

detection software, students are less likely to plagiarize” 

(2015, p. 239). In doing so, educators make known to 

students that academic integrity is a priority, and that 

learning is of utmost importance.

Ensuring deep student understanding of 
academic integrity helps students understand 
why it is important and the ways in which it 
takes forms beyond word-for-word plagiarism.
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Adopt a text similarity 
checking tool

Text similarity checking has been the most 

straightforward way to address plagiarism to 

date. “Many teachers, senior managers and national 

respondents (UK, ROI, Finland, Germany, Austria)” 

according to Glendinning’s 2014 research “implied 

that providing this facility together with the threat 

of sanctions was a sufficient deterrent” 

(Glendinning, 2014, p. 11).

In recent years, similarity checking has expanded 

from just text-based similarity to also addressing text 

modification, code plagiarism, as well as software that 

uses forensics-based methodology to flag potential 

instances of contract cheating.

Technology’s ability to 
address academic dishonesty 
has evolved alongside new 
misconduct trends.

Support the development 
of original thinking skills

The ultimate goal of educators is to foster original 

thinking skills in their students. That is, their students 

are submitting assignments that are their own work, 

composed of original ideas built on attributed sources. 

To achieve this, students and educators alike must 

consider academic integrity as a learned concept. 

Detection software is most effective when fortified 

by pedagogy and the explicit promotion of original 

thinking skills.

Students need an environment 
conducive to learning how 
to research, cite, and nurture 
authorial voice, and technology 
supports that help guide them 
to their best, original work.
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 Uphold academic integrity

 Empower educators with insight

 Guide students to higher-quality academic writing

There is a new standard 
in academic integrity
Turnitin Originality rises above similarity checking, addresses new and emerging trends 
in misconduct, and keeps integrity at the core of all student work.
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