
Designing Plagiarism Policy: 
Myths and Reality

Tomáš Foltýnek
tomas.foltynek@academicintegrity.eu



Background
• Projects focused on policies for plagiarism

• Impact of Policies for Plagiarism in Higher Education across Europe
• South-East European Project on Policies for Academic integrity
• Project on Academic Integrity in the Caucasus, Kazakhstan and Turkey

• Development of an in-house plagiarism detection tool
• Literature review on Plagiarism detection
• European Network for Academic Integrity
• Academic integrity coordinator at FBE MENDELU (CZ)
• Member of Steering group of Council of Europe's ETINED

• Pan-European platform for Ethics, Transparency 
and Integrity in Education
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Research on Plagiarism Policies
• Online questionnaires

• For students, teachers, managers

• Student focus groups
• Interviews with HEI management

• Sometimes very different views

www.plagiarism.cz/ippheae :: www.plagiarism.cz/seeppai :: www.plagiarism.cz/paickt

http://www.plagiarism.cz/ippheae
http://www.plagiarism.cz/seeppai
http://www.plagiarism.cz/paickt


Myth #1
The university management is well informed 

about the situation at their university.

They know the extent of student cheating.
They know the reasons.

They are convinced that teachers report cases.



Reality?
• A survey among students and teachers at FBE MENDELU
• Results not published yet

• Hundreds of students admitted having cheated
• C.f. only dozens disciplinary cases

• Teachers do not report cases
• Ignoring policies and regulations

• SEEPPAI/PAICKT interviews confirm similar situations



Myth #2

We have bought a licence of a 
text-matching software.

The problem is solved.



Reality?
• What do you use the software for?
• Ph.D. theses?
• Bachelor theses? Master theses?
• Student assignments? 
• Scientific papers?

• Is it obligatory to use the software?
• Who has access to the software and to the results?



Myth #3

We have a plagiarism detection software.

A software can detect plagiarism.



Reality?
• The largest “plagiarism detection“ software test ever
• 2018-2019 – European Network for Academic Integrity
• Foltýnek et al. (2020): Testing of Support Tools for Plagiarism 

Detection. International Journal of Educational Technology in 
Higher Education, 17(46). DOI 10.1186/s41239-020-00192-4

• 15 systems tested
• Documents in 8 European languages
• Various plagiarism types
• Various sources of original documents

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s41239-020-00192-4


Reality? Plagiarism from Wikipedia

Maximum score: 5



Reality?
TeSToP overall 
results:
X-axis: Coverage
Y-axis: Usability

No system is 
perfect
No system finds 
everything



Myth #4

Users know how to use the system.

Users can interpret similarity reports.



Reality?
• Experience from teachers’ workshops in many countries

• Teachers often struggles to
• Distinguish between text match and plagiarism
• Identify false positives
• Identify false negatives
• Judge the severity of plagiarism cases



Myth #5

There is a threshold of acceptable plagiarism level.

Plagiarism detection software gives us 
a percentage of plagiarism.
Anything below 20 % is OK.



Reality?
• A software does not detect plagiarism
• A software identifies text match

• Percentage of text match ≠ Percentage of plagiarism

• Paraphrase, translation, type of content, intention…
• Many more aspects to consider



Myth #6

Students know how to cite and reference.

è If they fail to do it properly, it is cheating



Reality?
• When did the students learn about academic writing?

• At secondary school?
• Really? All of them?

• From their supervisors?

• Really? All of them?

• At an academic writing course?
• Is it obligatory for all students?

For a disciplinary outcome, a university should be able to prove that students 
learned about plagiarism before



Myth #7

Teachers know how to cite and reference.

They are able to advise their students.



Reality?
• Unfortunately, not always

• Workshops for teachers at many institutions in 
many countries

• At every workshop, some teachers were uncertain 
about the definition of plagiarism and citation rules



Definition of Plagiarism

the use of ideas, content, or structures
without appropriately acknowledging the source

to benefit in a setting where originality is expected

First published in
Foltýnek, T., Meuschke, N., & Gipp, B. (2019). Academic Plagiarism Detection: A Systematic Literature Review. ACM Comput. 
Surv., 52(6), 112:1--112:42. https://doi.org/10.1145/3345317

Based on
Meuschke, N., & Gipp, B. (2013). State-of-the-art in detecting academic plagiarism. International Journal for Educational 
Integrity, 9(1): 50-57
Fishman, T. (2009). ‘We Know It When We See It’ Is Not Good Enough: Toward a Standard Definition of Plagiarism That
Transcends Theft, Fraud, and Copyright. In Proceedings 4th Asia Pacific Conference on Educational Integrity (4APCEI), 5, 2009. 

https://doi.org/10.1145/3345317


Myth #8
You can’t express it differently.

It is a standard definition/description/methodology, 
paraphrasing would do more harm than copying.

There are only finite number of paragraphs 
describing particular idea or topic.



Reality?
• Copying standardized text is OK as long as you

• Distinguish it from your own
• Refer to the original source
• Reference the original source so that it can be tracked

• Finite number of paragraphs…
• Take a group of 20 students, let them read an article and summarize it
• Try to compute a probability

• Let all people write about some topic
• Would they produce a pair of the same paragraphs by the end of 

the Universe?



Myth #9

We have zero tolerance of plagiarism.

We immediately expel anyone 
who commits plagiarism.



Reality?
• What zero tolerance actually means?

• Do you expel a student for one plagiarized paragraph?
• Even a first-year student?

• If not, then where is the borderline?

• Do you dismiss academics for plagiarism?
• Again: Where is the borderline?

• What about self-plagiarism?



Plagiarism is a complex issue
• Intentional vs. Unintentional
• Expectation of originality?
• Violation of assignment guidelines?

• Small extent vs. Large extent
• How to measure and distinguish?

• Theoretical introduction vs. Results
• Does it matter?



Plagiarism is a complex issue
à Addressing plagiarism is a complex issue too

Make sure your institutional policy
• Defines plagiarism

• intentional/unintentional, small/large extent
• Describes processes

• Use of the software, reporting of cases,…
• Addresses education

• Both students and academics
• Is accepted by the academic community



Core Elements of Plagiarism Policy
Bretag et al. analyzed policies for academic integrity 
at 39 Australian universities

Core elements:
• Access
• Approach
• Responsibility
• Detail
• Support

Bretag, T., Mahmud, S., Wallace, M., Walker, R., James, C., Green, M., East, J., McGowan, U. & Partridge, L. (2011). Core 
elements of exemplary academic integrity policy in Australian higher education. International Journal for Educational 
Integrity, Vol 7(2), pp. 3-12



Access
• Easy to locate
• Easy to read
• Well written
• Clear
• Concise

• If a policy is not understandable, it cannot be accepted



Approach
• Academic integrity is viewed as an educative process
• Clearly stated purpose and values
• Institutional commitment to academic integrity

• Positive and educational approach runs through the 
whole policy



Responsibility
• Clearly defined responsibilities of stakeholders
• Students
• Academic staff
• Administrative staff
• Senior management



Detail
• Extensive, but not excessive details

• Detailed description of breaches
• Classification of their severity

• How breaches are identified and processed
• Clear list of objective outcomes
• Contextual factors relevant for decision
• Appeal process



Support
• Support measures to implement the policy
• Facilitate awareness and understanding

• Education of students and staff
• Preventative strategies

• Without long-term and sustainable support, the policy 
won’t be enacted



Summary

Myths
1. Management knows
2. Software solves the problem
3. Software can detect plagiarism
4. Users use the software properly
5. Acceptable percentage of plagiarism
6. Students know citation rules
7. Teachers know citation rules
8. You can’t express it differently
9. Zero tolerance of plagiarism

Core policy elements
• Access
• Approach
• Responsibility
• Detail
• Support



ENAI Resources
• Collection of educational materials
• Glossary for Academic Integrity
• General guidelines for academic integrity
• Self-evaluation tools

• Working group on
academic integrity policies

http://www.academicintegrity.eu/



Thank you for your attention!

• tomas.foltynek@academicintegrity.eu

• www.academicintegrity.eu
• www.plagiarism.cz

• License for these slides: CC-BY 4.0
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