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SOME HAVE CALLED PLAGIARISM literary theft. Plagiarizing 
is akin to stealing the intellect of another person. At times, plagiarism 
occurs because of ignorance, sloppy authorship, or lack of knowledge 
about proper sourcing. Sometimes, it is done purposefully.


Experts have suggested that the concept of intellectual ownership 
is limited to Western societies, and this may be a factor in the increase 
of plagiarism on college campuses today. Others have blamed tech-
nologies such as the Internet for blurring the concept of plagiarism 
by making it simple for students to copy and paste a phrase or a sen-
tence onto a paper. Business communication classes are not immune 
to these problems since many are writing centered. Students can 
download entire assignments and papers from Internet sites. Whatever 
the case may be, a solution is necessary. Otherwise, academic integrity 
is threatened.


College instructors have struggled with plagiarized student writ-
ing for years. Some instructors hesitate to deal with plagiarism alle-
gations because of the amount of work that is required to support the 
charge (Davis & Carroll, 2009). Many times, college instructors will 
overlook cheating rather than report it. The effort to report it is not 
a priority compared with other important aspects of their jobs such 
as teaching, working on research grants, or consulting engagements 
(Whicker & Kronenfeld, 1994).


However, plagiarism can no longer be ignored. Because of tech-
nology, it simply is too easy to plagiarize. There is some irony here. 
The solution to discourage plagiarizing is the use of technology to 
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detect problems that have occurred because of technology. Techno-
logical tools such as Turnitin and SafeAssign can help business 
communication professors detect and discourage plagiarism.


PLAGIARISM ANd INTELLECTUAL OwNERSHIP


The American Association of University Professors (1989) defines 
plagiarism as “taking over the ideas, methods, or written words of 
another without acknowledgement and with the intention that they be 
taken as the work of the deceiver” (pp. 47-48). Whicker and Kronenfeld’s 
(1994) book, Dealing With Ethical Dilemmas on Campus, cites much 
research, but the crux of the subject of plagiarism comes down to the 
word “intention.” Did the plagiarist intend to plagiarize, or was she 
or he just forgetful or sloppy in the citation of the work? Intention is 
often very difficult to prove. This ambiguity is what makes combat-
ing plagiarism difficult for business communication instructors.


The expression of original ideas is considered intellectual prop-
erty and is protected by copyright laws, just like original inventions. 
According to Youngstown State University’s website “What Is 
Plagiarism,” plagiarism includes all of the following:


•	 Turning in someone else’s work as one’s own
•	 Copying words or ideas from someone else without giving credit
•	 Failing to put a quotation in quotation marks
•	 Giving incorrect information about the source of a quotation
•	 Changing words but copying the sentence structure of a source with-


out giving credit
•	 Copying so many words or ideas from a source that it makes up the 


majority of a work, whether the second author gives credit or not (“What 
Is Plagiarism,” 2005, para. 5)


However, intellectual ownership of text may be a predominantly 
Western concept. In Eastern cultures, it is an honor and an expecta-
tion that work will be copied. As children, Asian students are taught 
to memorize texts as a sign of respect for authors. If an author writes 
an idea particularly well, then it would be disrespectful for a student 
to alter the original author’s words in a paper. Moreover, some Asian 
students who responded to a study on plagiarism at the University of 
Australia felt that “if they could take a chunk of text and then apply 
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it in a suitable context, it was a successful educational process and 
should not be construed as plagiarism” (Song-Turner, 2008, p. 44). 
Such misunderstandings occur from a lack of knowledge regarding 
proper citation. Some Asian students feel that as long as the author is 
included in their footnotes, they can “cut and paste” what they want. 
These students also have not been culturally immersed in an honor 
and ethics system like their American counterparts.


A recent situation of plagiarizing happened in a business com-
munication class of one of the authors that illustrates this last point. 
Even though students were instructed to work on an assignment indi-
vidually, two Indian students turned in a writing assignment that was 
25% plagiarized. The original writer had left her completed paper 
displayed on a shared computer and a second student copied some of 
the original writer’s paper without acknowledgment. When confronted, 
both students were surprised and shocked that this was a problem.


Also, since Asian primary education stresses science and mathe-
matics, some students may be overwhelmed by the sheer amount of 
writing that is required in Western universities. These students do not 
have as much experience writing in their own language much less a 
second language. When pressed for time and deadlines, the students who 
felt that their own writing skills were inadequate finished the assign-
ments quickly in a way that sounded intelligent (Song-Turner, 2008).


Plagiarism can have serious repercussions. The Smeal College of 
Business of Penn State University recently revoked the admission of 
one student and canceled six interviews because of plagiarized admis-
sion essays. Each of these students is Indian except one. Using Turnitin, 
Smeal administrators also found at least 18 cases of mild and moder-
ate plagiarism from the 250 applications they have reviewed for admis-
sion for the 2012 class (Pandit, 2010).


The director of an MBA program at a mid-Atlantic university 
stated that in the past 5 years there have been five serious cases of 
plagiarism, four involving Asian students. In these cases, it was deter-
mined that the intention to cheat was hard to prove. In most cases, 
plagiarism was due to ignorance of proper citation techniques, slop-
piness and haste, as well as the inherent challenges of writing research 
while using English as a second language (C. Pittman, personal com-
munication, December 10, 2010).
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ANTIPLAGIARISM TECHNOLOGY


Business communication instructors can use antiplagiarism software 
as a preventative tool to teach all students about acceptable writing 
standards in U.S. institutions of higher education. Instead of finding 
themselves in uncomfortable and embarrassing situations, all stu-
dents can be taught how to properly cite and acknowledge ownership 
of ideas and research. Students, especially those from Eastern cul-
tures, also will learn that they have to devote more time to obtaining 
the writing skills necessary for undergraduate or graduate degree pro-
grams in the United States (Robinson, 1992).


Business communication professors need to be aware of and learn 
about antiplagiarism software programs such as Turnitin and SafeAssign. 
Turnitin was developed by John Barrie, a biophysicist at University 
of California (UC) Berkeley, who designed the software to identify 
cheating within his classes. He was amazed at the amount of cheating 
that went on at UC-Berkeley, so he fine-tuned his software and began 
selling it to other large universities (Read & Wasley, 2008).


Another antiplagiarism program is SafeAssign through Blackboard 
9.1. Founded in 1997, Blackboard is now the leading software com-
pany in use among universities in the United States (Kowitt, 2009). 
SafeAssign antiplagiarism software is free for all universities that use 
Blackboard. Table 1 describes Turnitin and SafeAssign.


Other antiplagiarism tools available include PAIRwise from 
the Center for Information Technology and Society at the University 
of Santa Barbara, as well as PlagiarismChecker.com and Plagiarism 
Detect.com. These latter two free services enable students to verify 
that a paper is being submitted honestly. The use of these services 
helps ensure that plagiarism is not an issue (“How College Pro-
fessors Check,” n.d.).


Some students are insulted by the idea that their papers must be 
submitted to antiplagiarism websites and through software programs 
such as SafeAssign. They contend that these processes are contrary 
to the notion of living under an honor system where everyone is trusted 
to be honorable. However, the student who cheats has an unfair advan-
tage over those who work honestly on their assignments.


The policy in many universities has become “trust yet verify.” 
Business communication instructors should encourage their students 
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to use antiplagiarism technology to police themselves. This self-
checking policy stresses prevention over penalty and is better received 
by many students.


SUMMARY


Murray and Rowell (2009) have suggested that colleges and univer-
sities review their policies and institute “best practices” in how to 
combat plagiarism in an increasingly digital age. Plagiarism is a huge 
problem in higher education, particularly where international students 
are concerned because of cultural differences and a general lack of 
understanding of what constitutes plagiarism. For business commu-
nication instructors, technology is the key to solving plagiarism issues 
before they occur. These instructors need to become experts in the 
uses of technology to detect plagiarism and encourage their students 
to submit assignments and papers that are plagiarism-free. If every-
one uses technology cooperatively, instructors and students can avoid 
possible misunderstandings or academic sanctions.


Table 1. A Comparison of Two Antiplagiarism Programs (Read & Wasley, 2008)


Name Owner Cost How It Works
What Happens to 
Student’s Papers


Turnitin iParadigms, 
industry leader, 
more than  
100 countries


$1/student Checks billions of web 
pages, publications 
collected by Proquest 
and more than 10 
million papers 
already submitted to 
the service


Automatically 
becomes part 
of Tutnitin’s 
database


SafeAssign Blackboard, Inc. Free with 
Blackboard


Uses Microsoft’s Live 
Search Engine to 
check web pages, also 
searches ProQuest 
database, the 
FindArticles search 
engine, past papers 
submitted by students 
to SafeAssign’s 
“Global Database” 
and to separate, 
campuswide archives


Can be kept out 
of database
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