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O. Ilina 
 

Unintentional plagiarism in students’ papers 
(how to avoid it) 

 
 

Within the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages the graduates of 
MGIMO-University are required to demonstrate the English language skills adequate to level C 
1 (Effective Operational Proficiency). 

This means that graduates working at their papers can say about themselves: “Creating a 
piece of writing I am able to express my ideas articulately, logically and in detail. Writing letters, 
essays and reports I can deal with complex issues, highlighting the most important things. I am 
able to use the appropriate language style”. 

Dealing with complex issues requires borrowing someone else’s ideas to support and 
emphasize the author’s thoughts. Teaching practice shows that quite often students do not know 
how to integrate borrowed words and ideas into their own works. This is related to the problem 
of plagiarism.  

Derived from the Latin word plagiarius (kidnapper), plagiarism refers to a form of 
cheating that has been defined as “the false assumption of authorship: the wrongful act of taking 
the product of another person’s mind, and presenting it as one’s own” [Gibaldi 2003: 67]. 
Plagiarism involves two kinds of wrongs. Using another person’s ideas, information, or 
expressions without acknowledging that person’s work constitutes intellectual theft. Passing off 
another person’s ideas, information, or expressions as one’s own to get a better grade or gain 
some other advantage constitutes fraud. Quite often plagiarism is a moral and ethical offence 
rather than a legal one since some instances of plagiarism fall outside the scope of copyright 
infringement, a legal offence. 

Plagiarism is almost always seen as a shameful act, and plagiarists are usually regarded 
with pity and scorn. They are pitied because they have demonstrated their inability to develop 
and express their own thoughts. They are scorned because of their dishonesty and their 
willingness to deceive others for personal gain. 

The charge of plagiarism is a serious one for all writers. Students exposed as plagiarists 
suffer severe penalties, ranging from failure in the assignment or in the course to expulsion from 
school. They must also live with the distrust that follows an attempt to deceive others for 
personal gain. 

Student plagiarism does considerable harm. For one thing, it damages teachers’ 
relationships with students, turning teachers into detectives instead of mentors and fostering 
suspicion instead of trust. By undermining institutional standards for assigning grades and 
awarding degrees, student plagiarism also becomes a matter of significance to the public. When 
graduates’ skills and knowledge fail to match their grades, an institution’s reputation is damaged. 
Finally, students who plagiarize harm themselves. They waste their tuition and lose an important 
opportunity to learn how to write a research paper. Knowing how to collect and analyze 
information and reshape it in an essay form is essential to academic success. 

Plagiarism betrays the personal element in writing as well. Our sense of ownership of the 
words we write is deeply rooted in our conception of ourselves as individuals with at least a 
modest grade of singularity, some degree of personality.  

The purpose of a research paper is to synthesize previous research and scholarship with 
one’s own ideas on the subject. Therefore, one should feel free to use other persons’ words, facts 
and thoughts in one’s research paper, but the material which is borrowed must not be presented 
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as if it were one’s own creation. When students write their research papers, they should 
remember to document everything that they borrow – not only direct quotations and paraphrases 
but also information and ideas. 

Often plagiarism in student writing is unintentional [Gibaldi 2003: 69], as when a 
secondary school pupil, assigned to make a report on a certain topic, goes home and copies 
down, word for word, everything on the subject in an encyclopedia. Unfortunately, some 
students continue to use such research methods in college, not realizing that these practices 
constitute plagiarism. To guard against the possibility of unintentional plagiarism during 
research and writing, it is recommended that students keep careful notes that always distinguish 
among three types of material: their own ideas, their own summaries and paraphrases of others’ 
ideas and facts, the exact wording students copy from sources. Plagiarism sometimes happens 
because researchers do not keep precise records of their reading, and by the time they return to 
their notes, they have forgotten whether their summaries and paraphrases contain quoted material 
that is poorly marked or unmarked. Presenting an author’s exact wording without marking it as a 
quotation is plagiarism, even if the student cites the source. For this reason, recording only 
quotations is the most reliable method of note-taking in substantial research projects, especially 
for beginning students. It is the surest way, when people work with notes, to avoid unintentional 
plagiarism. Similar problems can occur if notes are kept electronically. When students copy and 
paste passages, they should make sure that they add quotation marks around them. 

Another kind of unintentional plagiarism happens when students write research papers in 
a second language. In an effort to avoid grammatical errors, they may copy the structure of an 
author’s sentences. When replicating grammatical patterns, they sometimes inadvertently 
plagiarize the author’s ideas, information, words, and expressions. 

 
Forms of plagiarism 

 
The most blatant form of plagiarism is to obtain and submit as one’s own a paper written 

by someone else. Other, less conspicuous forms of plagiarism include the failure to give 
appropriate acknowledgment when repeating or paraphrasing another’s wording, when taking a 
particularly apt phrase, and when paraphrasing another’s argument or presenting another’s line 
of thinking. 

 
1. Repeating or paraphrasing wording 
 
For example, the student wants to use the material of the following passage: 
 
Original source 
 
Some of Dickenson’s most powerful poems express her firmly held conviction that life 

cannot be fully comprehended without an understanding of death. 
 
If the following sentence is written without documentation, it has been plagiarized 

because another person’s wording has been borrowed without acknowledgment, even though its 
form has been changed: 

 
Plagiarism 
 
Emily Dickenson firmly believed that we cannot fully comprehend life unless we also 

understand death. 
 
But the author may present the material properly citing the source: 
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As Wendy Martin has suggested, “Emily Dickenson firmly believed that we cannot fully 

comprehend life unless we also understand death” (625). 
 
The source is indicated, in accordance with MLA style, by the name of the author 

(Wendy Martin) and by a page reference in parentheses, preferably at the end of the sentence. 
The name refers the reader to the corresponding entry in the works-cited list, which appears at 
the end of the paper. 

 
Martin, Wendy. “Emily Dickenson.” Columbia Literary History of the United States. 

Emory Elliott, gen. ed. New York: Columbia UP, 1988. 609-26.  
 
2. Taking a particularly apt phrase 
 
Original Source 
 
Everyone uses the word language  and everybody these days talks about  culture … 

“Lanuagaculture” is a reminder, I hope, of the  necessary connection between its two parts…  
 
If the student writes the following sentence without documentation, he/she has committed 

plagiarism because they borrowed without acknowledgment a term “languaculture” invented by 
another writer. 

 
Plagiarism 
 
At the intersection of language and culture lies a concept that we might call 

“languaculture.”  
 
But the student may present the material properly citing the source: 
 
At the intersection of language and culture lies a concept that Michael Agar has called   

“languaculture” (60). 
 
In this revision, the author’s name refers the reader to the full description of the work in 

the works-cited list at the end of the paper, and the parenthetical documentation identifies the 
location of the borrowed material in the work. 

 
Agar, Michael. Language Shock. Understanding the Culture of Conversation. New York: 

Morrow, 1994. 
 

3. Paraphrasing an Argument or Presenting a Line of Thinking 
 

Original Source 
 
Humanity faces a quantum leap forward. It faces the deepest social upheaval and 

creative restructuring of all time. Without clearly recognizing it, we are engaged in building a 
remarkable civilization from the ground up. This is the meaning of the Third Wave. 

Until now the human race has undergone two great waves of change, each one largely 
obliterating earlier cultures or civilizations and replacing them with the ways of life 
inconceivable to those who come before. The first wave of change – the agricultural revolution – 
took thousands of years to play itself out. The Second Wave – the rise of industrial civilization – 
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took a mere hundred years. The history is even more accelerative, and it is likely that the Third 
Wave will sweep across history and complete itself in a few decades.  

 
 If the student writes the following sentence without documentation, he/she has 

plagiarized because they borrowed another writer’s line of thinking without acknowledgment: 
 
Plagiarism  

 
There have been two revolutionary periods of change in history: the agricultural 

revolution and the industrial revolution. The agricultural revolution determined the course of 
history for thousands of years; the industrial civilization lasted about a century. We are now on 
the threshold of a new period of revolutionary change, but this one may last for only a few 
decades. 

 
 But the material can be properly presented in quotation marks: 
 
According to Alvin Toffler, “there have been two revolutionary periods of change in 

history: the agricultural revolution and the industrial revolution. The agricultural revolution 
determined the course of history for thousands of years; the industrial civilization lasted about a 
century. We are now on the threshold of a new period of revolutionary change, but this one may 
last for only a few decades” (10). 

 
In this revision, the author’s name refers the reader to the full description of the work in 

the works-cited list at the end of the paper, and the parenthetical documentation identifies the 
location of the borrowed material in the work.  

 
Toffler, Alvin. The Third Wave. 1980. New York: Bantam, 1981. 
 
At present innumerable documents on a host of subjects are posted on the Web 

apparently for the purpose of being shared. The availability of research materials and the ease of 
transmitting, modifying, and using them have influenced the culture of the Internet, where the 
free exchange of information is an ideal. In this sea of materials, some students may question the 
need to acknowledge the authorship of individual documentation. Professional writers, however, 
have no doubt about the matter. They recognize the importance of avoiding plagiarism whether 
they base their research on print or electronic publications. And so they continue to cite their 
sources and mark the passages they quote.  

As information sharing has become easier, so has plagiarism. For instance, on the Internet 
it is possible to buy and download completed research papers. Some students are misinformed 
about buying research papers, on the Internet or on campus. They believe that if they buy a 
paper, it belongs to them, and therefore they can use the ideas, facts, sentences, and paragraphs 
in it, free from any worry about plagiarism. “Using a paper, however, is the same as buying a 
book or a magazine. You own the physical copy of the book or magazine, which you may keep 
in your bookcase, give to a friend, or sell. But you are never free from obligation to let your 
readers know the source of the ideas, facts and sentences you borrow. Whether in print or 
electronic formats, publications are a special kind of property. You can own them physically, but 
the publisher or author retains rights to the content. You should also know that purchased papers 
are readily recognizable, and teachers can often trace downloaded materials through an Internet 
search” [Gibaldi 2003: 70].  

Online sources vary greatly, and they may be and often are updated. The students’ aim in 
citing such a source should be to tell what version they used and how readers can find it for 
themselves. 
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Ideally, the online source presentation should include (1) the author’s name, (2) the title 
of the work used, (3) information for the print version of the source, (4) the title of the online 
site, (5) the date of electronic publication, (6) the date the source was consulted, and (7) the 
source’s complete URL (an Internet address) in angle brackets (< >) [Kennedy et al. 2006: 64]. 
For example: 

(1) Loewenstein, Andrea Freud. (2) “My Learning Disability: A (Digressive) Essay.” (3) 
College English 66 (2004): (4) National Council of Teachers of English. (5) 7 July 2004. (6) 3 
Aug. 2004 (7) <http://www.ncte.org/portal/30_view.asp?id+=117302>. 

If information about the text being borrowed is unavailable, there should be listed the 
minimum data, which can be found. 

A lot of information about how to avoid plagiarism and many other hints related to 
research paper writing are given in the following books by American authors: 

(1) Gibaldi, Joseph. MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers. 6th ed. New York: 
The Modern Language Association of America, 2003 and (2) Kennedy, X.J., Dorothy M. 
Kennedy, and Jane E. Aaron. The Bedford Reader. 9th ed. Boston: Bedford, 2006. 
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