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WHAT IS PLAGIARISM?* 
*Adapted from Turnitin.com and Research Resources. Turnitin allows free distribution and non-profit use 
of this document in educational settings. 

 
According to the Oxford English DictionaryΣ ǘƻ άǇƭŀƎƛŀǊƛȊŜέ ƳŜŀƴǎΥ 
 

to take and use as one's own the thoughts, writings, or inventions of another person; to 
copy literary work or ideas improperly or without acknowledgement; to pass off as one's 
own the thoughts or work of another. 

 
In other words, plagiarism is an act of fraud.  It involves both stealing someone else’s work and 
lying about it afterward.   

 
But can words and ideas really be stolen?      
 
According to US and Canadian law, the answer is yes. The expression of original ideas is 

considered intellectual property, and is protected by copyright laws, just like original inventions.  
Almost all forms of expression fall under copyright protection as long as they are recorded in 

some medium (such as a book or a computer file).   
 

All of the following are considered plagiarism: 
 

o turning in someone else’s work as your own; 
o copying words or ideas from someone else without giving credit; 
o failing to put a quotation in quotation marks; 

o giving incorrect information about the source of a quotation; 
o changing a few words but copying the sentence structure of a source without 

giving credit. 
 

Changing the words of an original source is not sufficient to prevent plagiarism:   
 

If you have retained the essential idea of an original source, and have not cited it, then no 
matter how drastically you may have altered its context or presentation, you have still 

plagiarized. 
 

Most cases of plagiarism can be avoided, however, by citing sources.   
 

Simply acknowledging that certain material has been borrowed, and providing your audience 

with the information necessary to find that source, is usually enough to prevent plagiarism.    
 

 
 





 

 

3 

UNINTENTIONAL PLAGIARISM  
 
No honest person would walk out of a neighbours' house accidentally carrying their television. But even 
the most well-intentioned writers sometimes "appropriate" the work of others without proper authority. 
How does this happen?  
 
Citation Confusion 
Perhaps the most common reason for inadvertent plagiarism is simply ignorance of the proper forms of 
citation.  
 
Plagiarism vs. Paraphrasing 
Many students have trouble knowing when they are paraphrasing and when they are plagiarizing. 
Students may inadvertently plagiarize by not changing the original enough.  
 
"I was just copying my notes" 
Students often mix their own ideas and those of their sources when they take sloppy notes, creating 
confusion when they begin writing their papers.  Documenting your sources using different coloured 
pens and "post-it" notes to mark pages, for example, will save time and keep references clear.  
 
"I couldn't find the source" 
Students are often sloppy about writing down the bibliographic information of their sources, leaving 
them unable to properly attribute information when it comes to writing the paper. It is vital to keep 
careful track of references during the note-taking stage. You may be eager to focus entirely on the 
content of your research, but how you handle your reference material is a significant part of every 
assignment.  
 
"I thought we didn't have to cite the source of facts"  
Because the internet makes information so readily available, students may find it difficult to tell the 
difference between "common knowledge" you are free to use, and original ideas which are the 
intellectual property of others. When in doubt, cite sources.  
 
Confusion About Expectations 
Students may not be aware of what proper research requires. You may think you are being asked simply 
to report critical commentary, or to "borrow" from a number of sources to show that you have "done 
your homework." In either case, it becomes a problem if what you turn in tends to be predominantly the 
work of others. One of the most common sources of confusion is the ambiguity of terms such as 
"analyze" and "discuss." These words have specific meanings in academic discourse, and they imply a 
degree o




