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Plagiarism in the Online World 

What is plagiarism? The college Writing Program Administrators Council says that "in an 
instructional setting, plagiarism occurs when a writer deliberately uses someone else’s language, 
ideas, or other original (not common-knowledge) material without acknowledging its source" 
(Defining and avoiding plagiarism, 2003).  

The online world offers easy access an extensive array of work by other writers. Learners no 
longer need to re-type material; they can easily find writings in electronic format on any subject, 
select, copy and paste it, and call it their own. The same technologies that make it easy to plagiarize 
also facilitate a rich culture of free exchange emerging in the online world. Sharing, forwarding, 
linking and blending information and media are intrinsic to life in the online world. Participants in 
this culture do not see use of materials they find online as stealing someone else's intellectual 
property. Similarly, learners who make free use of materials they find online for academic work do 
not see it as plagiarism (Kraus, 2002; Madden & Rainie, 2003, 2005; Renard, 2000; Wood, 2004 
p.299). Since learners tend to study in an academic context using the same processes they use in 
informal interactions, it is not surprising that practices used to complete their assignments are 
similar to those they use in everyday interactions with friends (Crook & Light, 2002). Clearly, 
approaches being used to address plagiarism must take into account profound changes to the world 
of information and the ways it is accessed and used.   

How can educators support the positive aspects of learners' use of the Internet to locate 
diverse materials and exchange ideas with peers within an academic culture that respects intellectual 
property? The author proposes a model for thinking about use of resources in academic work as a 
continuum, with "plagiarism" on one end and "original work" on the other. 

 
 
 

 
 



Points on the Originality Continuum: Definitions 
 
Academic Dishonesty: When learners purposefully appropriate all or part of an assignment 

from another source and represent it as their own, they do not benefit from the learning intended for 
the assignment. This kind of intentional plagiarism constitutes academic dishonesty. 

 
Inappropriate Paraphrasing: When learners simply re-arrange the order of words in 

sentences or change words to synonyms, they may present their own words but are not their own 
ideas (APA, 2001; Share, 2006).  This type of paraphrasing is a purposeful misrepresentation of 
someone else's work. 

 
Misuse of Sources: When learners do not use proper citation protocols, they may 

inadvertently plagiarize another's work.  Learners may cite the source material somewhere in the 
assignment, but it is not clear which passages are original and which are not (Braumoeller & 
Gaines, 2001). While this may be less critical in terms of academic honesty, the learner is not 
achieving learning objectives (Defining and avoiding plagiarism, 2003).  

 
Uncritical Citing: Even when students use proper citation techniques and avoid plagiarism, 

they may still achieve limited learning outcomes when their work lacks analysis and synthesis of 
main ideas from the sources they are referencing. 

 
Intertextuality: The term "intertextuality" can be used to describe an educationally 

productive process of building on or synthesizing others' ideas, and adding new perspectives or 
interpretations. The term was coined by Julia Kristeva in the context of literary analysis. She 
proposed that "any text is constructed of a mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and 
transformation of another…."(Kristeva, 1980). The dictionary definition of the term is: " Relating to 
or deriving meaning from the interdependent ways in which texts stand in relation to each other" 
(American Heritage Dictionary). The important principle here is that learners "derive meaning" 
from the sources they reference. Intertextuality, then, is a term that can be used to define practices 
whereby learners use other sources as a springboard for new connections, and derive meaning from 
the process.  

 
Original Work: At the other end of the spectrum from plagiarism, learners create their own 

original work: new discoveries and innovations. Proper citations are used for any foundational ideas 
or arguments not original to the student (Braumoeller & Gaines, 2001). 

 
 

 



The Taxonomy of Collaborative E- Learning 
 

The Taxonomy of Collaborative E- Learning contains three key elements: the Levels of 
Collaboration, Learning Activities and Trust Continuum (Salmons, 2006).  
 

1. Levels of Collaboration 

Levels of Collaboration lists progressively more collaborative styles of working in a group. 
One level is not better than another in absolute terms, but one may be better than another in relation 
to the learning goals, the configuration or social stage of the group, timing or other issues. The five 
levels are: Dialogue, Peer Review, Parallel, Sequential and Synergistic Collaboration. Arrows in the 
diagrams represent process, and the stars represent outcomes.  

Levels of Collaboration can be ordered or combined in various ways to organize multi-stage 
projects. In the process of completing projects organized with this system, participants can gain the 
skills needed to lead, organize and participate in collaborative projects. The levels can also be used 
to purposefully build competencies in Internet and Communications Technology (ICT) literacy—
competencies needed for innovative and collaborative work online. 
 

2. Learning Activity 

The Learning Activity column includes simplified descriptions of the kinds of actions 
learners take in each corresponding level. 

 

3. Continuum of trust 

The continuum illustrates a relationship between trust and the level of collaboration. As illustrated 
here, as collaboration increases, so does the need for trust. Collaboration means reliance on others' 
abilities and integrity, and confidence that the other learner(s) can and will share your commitment 
toward meeting the learning goal of the assignment. The reciprocal loyalties and common purpose 
among learners involves trust not only among the learners, but also between the instructor and the 
learners. 
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