
William Roberts 

OMDE608 

March 10, 2010 

Plagiarism: The Chameleon in the Garden 

 

As Distance Education expands, its related appurtenances come under more scrutiny. One 

is that of educational ethics, plagiarism in particular. Much has been made of the opportunity 

new technology has afforded in the realm of cut-and-paste plagiarism and the threat it poses to 

the online learning environment. This fear seems to be based on the notion that plagiarism is an 

easy to define, black-and-white concept that should be readily recognized by teachers and 

informed students. The perception of plagiarism as an ethical concept belies the fact that our 

view of plagiarism changes against the background of new technologies in the field of education. 

Hence, our chameleon, plagiarism, must be viewed in its proper historical context: the garden of 

online education in the 21
st
 century. The purpose of this paper is to dispel the idea of identifying 

plagiarism as an easily identifiable commodity, and that any discussion of plagiarism should 

begin from a locus of complexity, and not of simplicity. 

Degree of the problem 

Even though it should be obvious that academic dishonesty is a complex issue, the 

discussion usually seems to begin with an agreed understanding that everyone knows what is 

right and what is wrong. For example, Tesch uses several terms to describe the basic notion of 

dishonesty: “deeply ingrained”, “knows what to expect,” “what is acceptable or not acceptable, 

and “interwoven into the moral fiber” (Tesch, 2004, p. 481).  However, these phrases fail to 

recognize the issues of previously unknown academic dishonesty. Broome, for example, 
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recognizes self-plagiarism as “a relatively new phenomenon” (Broome, 2004, p. 273). As 

teachers and students are exposed to the exploding body of knowledge, the difficulty of defining 

plagiarism will only be exacerbated.   

More importantly, the complexity of plagiarism is addressed in the literature of online 

learning. The complexity is underscored by the assumption that online education is a breeding 

ground for cheating. Clearly, the intent of the Tesch article is that the open nature of the online 

world implies that plagiarism is more prevalent for the distant learner. Further, Rowe points out 

“cheating has also been observed to increase as the bandwidth (information per second) of the 

communication channel between the assessor and assessee [sic] decreases, that is people who 

feel more „distant‟, cheat more” (Rowe, 2004, p. 1). Olt also notes, “distance, however, does not 

diminish the possibility of students cheating” (Olt, 2002, para. 6). Finally, Baron and Crooks 

note the commonly accepted belief, “Web Based Distance Education (WBDE) provides more 

opportunities for, even promotes more, academic dishonesty than traditional face-to-face (f2f) 

instruction” (Baron & Crooks, 2004, p. 40). 

 Interestingly, these views are not universally supported within the literature. For 

example, “Carnevale,(1999) reports that „several colleges with extensive distance learning 

programs, - including Michigan State University, Ohio University, the University of Texas 

System, Park College, and Pueblo Community College - report that they have few, if any, cases 

where disciplinary action has been taken for cheating in online classes” (Baron & Crooks, 2004, 

p. p. 41). Further, “Herberling (2002) contends that “ironically, a strong case can be made that it 

is actually harder to cheat online and that it is also easier to detect”   (Baron & Crooks, 2004, p. 

41). Even Rowe states, “some anecdotal evidence (Kaczmarczyk, 2001) suggests students today 

cheat less in distance learning than with traditional education” (Rowe, 2004, p.2). 
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The cut-and-paste world has seemingly made it much easier for students to locate a huge 

amount of information that is prepackaged in its final form, simply press ctrl-c and ctrl-v to 

move the information into a document. Rowe offers a litany of horror scenarios that could occur 

during online testing (Rowe, 2004, pp. 3-4).  Mostly these appear to be extreme cases and require 

not only a sophisticated knowledge of technical skills but also a sincere commitment to dedicate 

oneself to a career of cheating. Ultimately, Rowe does not offer evidence to substantiate the level 

of the occurrence of such severe measures.  

Self-Plagiarism 

 Broome explains the concept of self-plagiarism as, “the not-so-uncommon practice of 

„reusing‟ some of one‟s own already-published writings in a subsequently published article,” and 

“duplicate publishing when an author submits (and has accepted and published) the same 

manuscript to two different journals with very little change in text” (Broome, 2004, p. 273). A 

more difficult issue arises when a student reuses material from a previous paper without citing 

himself or herself. In this case, the material is the original work of the author and there is an 

implied consent since the author is the same individual. In the case of redundant publishing, it 

may be argued that there is an attempt to represent the work as being a unique offering to an 

individual publisher; however, no such implication is made in student academic writings. 

Broome discusses the complexity revolving around self-plagiarism, “current discussions of self-

plagiarism sometimes do equate this practice with plagiarism; however others do not view these 

practices as synonymous, or even part of the same continuum” (Broome, 2004, p. 274).   

 The concept of duplicate publication is considered by the APA Ethics Code to be a form 

of dishonesty. The APA Manual says, “misrepresentation of data as original when they have 

been published previously is specifically prohibited by the APA Ethics Code Standard 8.13 
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Duplicate Publication of Data” (American Psychological Association, 2009, p. 13). These 

standards must be observed, but it is interesting to note that similar examples in other industries 

do not adhere to the same principles. For example, the pharmaceutical industry has made a 

practice of changing only a minor ingredient to maintain a new patent on a previously patented 

drug. Tesch notes this distinction, “even if it is legal, it may not be ethical” (Tesch, 2004, p. 

481). 

Culture 

 Determining the extent and definition of plagiarism is not a simple matter. It goes well 

beyond the simplistic notion promoted by Tesch that academic dishonesty is an age old concept 

that should be passed down by elders. It is a concept that is dynamic and highly influenced by 

advances in technology, by changing mores, and by cultural backgrounds. The fact that 

technology has brought many countries and cultures closer together academically, means that 

greater attention needs to be paid to variances in interpretations of what is ethical and what is 

not.  Howard makes an interesting distinction between western cultures and eastern ones: 

In some traditional cultures in Asia and the Middle East, for example, college 

students are expected to quote or paraphrase the best known political or religious 

authorities without attribution because readers, especially professors, are expected 

to know what texts are being circulated. Indeed, it might be a serious insult to the 

teacher if the student writer formally cites the text being borrowed. The student 

writer in one of these traditional cultural settings must understand what she or he 

can reasonably expect readers  professors  to know as a source text being quoted 

or paraphrased without being cited. If the student misjudges what is common 

knowledge, either by citing what is common knowledge or by not citing what is 
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not common knowledge, the student writer gets into real trouble. Gaining enough 

intellectual maturity and experience to know what is common knowledge in a 

traditional culture is a complex and demanding task. (Howard, 2009, para. 1) 

This different view of what constitutes plagiarism underscores the complex nature of the subject 

and the danger of assuming that everyone comes from a similar background when dealing with 

what is right or wrong. Educators who would like to be able to focus on plagiarism and academic 

dishonesty should realize that those are, in fact, moving targets.  

Conclusion 

Tesch‟s article sought to simply define plagiarism and reduce it to an easily quantifiable 

object. The weakness of Tesch‟s article begins with unsupported statements: “consumerism in 

higher education has resulted in lowered respect for professors” (484), and “this fundamental 

virtue is quite un-American – to say that this idea . . . is not mine but must be credited to 

another.” (482) The article continues with a thinly referenced source list, only three sources were 

named, two were very short and the other was very old. Tesch‟s remarks stem from an overly 

simplistic view of a complicated subject. The plagiarism chameleon has changed over time due 

to evolving technology and a variegated background of cultural differences. Plagiarism is not a 

simple topic, nor is it a trivial one. The subject of plagiarism requires consideration as a 

malleable concept that is greatly influenced by its historical and cultural milieu.  
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