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ABSTRACT

The phenomenon of cyber-plagiarism has already been described by many authors (Cavanillas,
2008; Comas et al., 2011; Jones, 2009; Rowe, 2004; Underwood and Szabo, 2003), who have
pointed out both the reasons that cause it and the measures to reduce this practice taking into
account different points of view -institutional, academic and ethical measures, among others.
This work aims to draw attention to the responsibility that could be ascribed to faculty when
talking about cyber-plagiarism at online university studies. Instructors have in their hands the
possibility of counteracting academic dishonesty by improving the tasks they give to students as
deterrence to fraud and malpractice. To this end, we suggest some ideas to rethink tasks and
assignments to make them more motivating and engaging to students. These recommendations
stress creativity, personal reflection, and the use of any kind of (educational) technologies as
measures to fight cyber-plagiarism at online university studies.

KEYWORDS: Cyber-plagiarism, academic dishonesty, tasks, educational strategies, e-learning,
higher education.

RESUMEN

Elfendmeno del ciberplagio ya ha sido descrito por multitud de autores (Cavanillas, 2008; Comas
et al., 2011; Jones, 2009; Rowe, 2004; Underwood and Szabo, 2003) que han sefalado tanto las
razones que lo provocan como las medidas para reducirlo teniendo en cuenta el punto de vista
académico, ético, o el de las instituciones universitarias, entre otros. Este estudio pretende
reflexionar sobre la responsabilidad que tenemos los profesores en cuanto al ciberplagio
si tenemos en cuenta las tareas que asignamos a nuestros alumnos. Si dichas tareas son
motivadoras, inspiradoras, claras y diferentes, los estudiantes se veran menos tentados a
hacer trampas. Este estudio se encuadra en el marco de la educacién online (frecuentemente
identificada con el ciberplagio) y en él se hace un repaso de las directrices generales que los
profesores debemos tener en cuenta al disenar tareas. Se propondran algunas ideas para
redisenarlas con el fin de alejar a los estudiantes de la deshonestidad académica.

PALABRAS CLAVE: Ciberplagio, deshonestidad académica, tareas, estrategias educativas,
e-learning, educacidn superior.

INTRODUCTION

Academic cyber-plagiarism, also called academic dishonesty, is a concept that encompasses
fraud, electronic tools and education. In Jones's words, cyber-plagiarism refers to “cutting and
pasting material from the Internet instead of writing in one’s own words”, which becomes “a new
twist on the age-old problem” (2009, p. 17). Plagiarism has always existed, but cyber-plagiarism
Is a practice that has grown during the past years at a fast pace due to the unlimited access to
information on the Internet. As Underwood and Szabo point out, “the Internet has changed the
dynamics of dishonest academic practice; access is no longer for the knowing few but is there
for the majority” (2003, p. 469). Cyber-plagiarism, thus, not only refers to the appropriation of
digital written texts, but to any material such as videos, audios, images, datasets, spreadsheets,
PowerPoint slides, computer codes, etc.

Students are asked to do tasks, projects, and assignments by using the Internet, and sometimes
the line between a legal or an illicit behavior is not always clear. In fact, crossing the line
and copying information without citing the original source is very simple. Hence, it is not only
essential to teach citation techniques and strategies to paraphrase and incorporate quotations
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correctly, but to commission students with tasks and assignments which will discourage cyber-
plagiarism. This leads us to reflect on (i) the type of tasks instructors design, (ii) the need to set
and plan more meaningful tasks and [iii) how these tasks can prevent resorting to dishonest
actions when using the Internet.

Certainly, the development of ICTs forces higher education institutions to control the use of
digital resources (particularly in academic tasks and exams) and encourage the university
community to use these resources with integrity, which must be one of the most important
values in education. Needless to say that if students leave the university with a diploma, they
have to earn it without basing their success on other people’s work.

The studies on academic cyber-plagiarism have considerably increased in the past years, which
reflects the interest on the subject [Comas et al., 2011; Gémez-Espinosa et al., 2016; Moten et
al., 2013; Olivia-Dumitrina et al., 2019; Ruiz Bejarano, 2016; Sarria and De Francisco, 2018). In
such studies, surveys are normally the tools used to measure the extent and the circumstances
under which students are prone to cyber-plagiarism. Results are often similar, as they show
how students are aware of the most popular forms of cyber-plagiarism, but they still plagiarize,
intentionally or unintentionally, for a number of reasons, which often include lack of time, sense
of impunity, fear of failure, among others.

E-learning and cyber-plagiarism.

Online learning is often associated with a more autonomous and depersonalized education,
a fact which is supposed to favor cyber-plagiarism (Dickey, 2004; Harris, 2012; Howard, 2007;
Pardo Iranzo, 2014; Pavlakis and Kaitelidou, 2012; Underwood and Szabo, 2003). That is to say
that e-learning, more than any other kind of education, may entail an absence of responsibility
regarding cyber-plagiarism that would be justified by the very nature of distance education.
This idea is also connected to others such as teachers’ permissiveness when grading tests and
assignments and students’ alleged impunity when submitting plagiarized tasks. Some studies,
such as Nuere (2002) also suggest that the results of evaluation processes tend to be less
reliable in distance education than in face-to-face education, although this author admits that
in the submission of assignments the situation is similar regardless the kind of education.

Students’ poor concept of plagiarism, scarce academic and reference skills, laziness, lack
of motivation, little follow-up by teachers, inadequate tasks, feeling that the commissioned
assignments are a waste of time, (selfJdemand for high grades and/or fear of failure, inadequate
admission criteria, and the need to defy the system are the most repeated factors that would
encourage students to plagiarize in a face-to-face teaching context (Cebridn-Robles et al.,
2018; Darwish and Sadeqi, 2016; Dawson, 2004; Devlin and Gray, 2007; Dordoy, 2002; Mahabeer
and Pirtheepal, 2019; Park, 2003; Reducindo et al., 2017; Ronda-Pérez et al., 2015; Sentleng
and King, 2012). Some factors that would encourage cyber-plagiarism, especially when talking
about e-learning education, may be added to these, as the students’ sense of distance from
their instructors and the belief that the information on the Internet does not belong to anybody
and can be used in any way.

Motivation as a tool against cyber-plagiarism.

Academic tasks using technology and being related to the real world are proven to increase
students’ involvement in the contents explained (Angelo and Cross, 1993; Forte and Bruckman,
2006; Holley and Boyle, 2012; Fernandez et al., 2017; Salgaonkar and Divate, 2017). Some
software programs, as a matter of fact, have become common tools for instructors to carry
out motivating tasks in class. Tasks using Hot Potatoes, Kahoot!, Padlet, WebQuest, Edublog,
etc., allow students to learn in an amusing way, encourage participation and catch students’
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attention until the end of lessons (lwamoto et al., 2017).

In addition, if tasks have to do with students’ recreational interests or career goals (Hass and
Osborn, 2007; Tibbetts et al., 2015), they will be encouraged in doing them from a more critical
and personal point of view. “By changing the perception of the activity [i.e., helping students
perceive tasks as personally important), it may be possible to influence interest” (Tibbetts et al.,
2015, p. 37). Therefore, it may be assumed that originality, creativity and motivation are positive
factors in task design that may lead to dissuade students from turning to cyber-plagiarism.

The impact that assigned tasks have on (cyber]plagiarism rates has already been tackled by
some authors (Al Darwish and Sadeqi, 2016; Christensen, 2011; Davids and Waghid, 2017;
Fraser, 2013; Jiménez Torres, 2018). They usually point at measures and ideas to counteract
this problem through the kind of assignments and assessment activities. Some studies support
close monitoring of students’ work. For example, Sabieh (2002) implemented a five-step plan to
have students actively involved: providing interesting topics, offering clear guidelines, helping
with technology and with research steps, and making students aware of plagiarism. Likewise,
Fraser (2013) suggested specific ideas such as using tutorial sessions wisely or reinforcing the
intended learning outcomes of students” assigned work.

However, most studies stressed the importance of designing motivating tasks and assignments.
Born (2003) or Al Darwish and Sadeqi (2016) highlighted the importance of giving students unique
and unusual writing assignments to overcome plagiarism. Nuere (2002) suggested activities
to promote spontaneity, creativity, and students’ own ideas. In Johnson’s words “educators
would be better spent creating assignments that require original, thoughtful research” (2004,
p. 549]). In line with this, Howard (2002) analyzed teachers’ role in plagiarism and suggested
that instructors’ pedagogy has not probably adjusted to contemporary circumstances as readily
as have our students, which would explain giving the same paper assignment semester after
semester to a lecture class of one hundred students. Also Gomez-Espinosa et al. (2016) carried
out a study by which an assignment was redesigned in a more engaging way, and this new
approach led to a decrease in cyber-plagiarism, thus concluding that tasks which promote
involvement, originality and creativity have a lower cyber-plagiarism rate.

According to Christensen (2011), tasks should ideally address, in the first place, students’
critical thinking instead of problems already prepared; and secondly, writing with their own
words instead of allowing them to copy information from a written source or offering them all
the data. Jiménez Torres (2018) suggested that “universities could take certain measures such
as reducing the groups of students for each teacher so that they can spend more time assessing
the originality of the work” (para. 9). Focusing on assessment activities, Olt (2002) and Davids
and Waghid (2017) recommended they should be embedded in the learning experience, avoiding
standardized, long assessment activities and implementing purposefulness.

As shown in this brief review, studies dealing with the role of faculty and tasks agree on the idea
that designing more motivating work can be a weapon against plagiarism.

Are there any efforts being devoted to task design at an institutional level?

Universities that openly deal with (cyber]plagiarism through initiatives and campaigns usually
provide resources and information to educate students. There is a good number of universities
implementing good practices around Europe, Ibero-America and the USA. That is the case of
the University of Oxford, Université du Québec a Montreal, The Ohio University, Universitat de les
Illes Balears, Universidad de Extremadura, Universidad de Sevilla, Universidad del Claustro de
Sor Juana, among many others. They all provide many resources - online surveys, audio visual
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materials, links to articles and legislation, plagiarism protocols in case of doubt, institutional
committees for discipline, etc. - offering students clear and practical information on the subject.
Fewer institutions, however, address these initiatives to instructors and/or tackle the kind of
assignments and their design as a measure to prevent (cyber)plagiarism. Most institutions’ only
guidance or resources for the faculty are limited to computer tools to identify fraud.

Efforts addressing the design of tasks and assignments are still timid. Universidad del Claustro
de Sor Juana, in Mexico, published a handbook to detect, prevent and respond to plagiarism
(Moreno Jiménez and Carrillo Martin, 2019]). The website of the University of Maryland (https://
www.studentconduct.umd.edu/) features an Office of Student Conduct, where a Code of
Academic Integrity can be found. It is a reference document related to dishonest actions. Its
Student Honor Council involves many members of the staff and about forty student leaders.

There is also the Integrity, Character and Ethics (ICE) Award, which may be acknowledged to
students, faculty and staff. Besides, many resources are available for students, parents and
faculty. Among those aimed at faculty, there is a rubric to check how well instructors are
promoting academic integrity in class, a sample syllabus text for professors to put in their
syllabi, reports and surveys on academic integrity at the university, or tips on how to prepare for
an honor hearing, among others. Regarding teaching methodology, this is only briefly referred
in the Q&A about the Code of Academic Integrity. To the question “What can faculty members
do to reduce academic dishonesty?”, the university states that “creative pedagogy also can
discourage academic dishonesty. Plagiarism, for example, may be reduced if students are
asked to discuss their papers in class and respond to questions from other students and the
instructor”.

The Universidad de Granada, in Spain, with its Proyecto de Innovacion y Buenas Practicas
Docentes, a project for innovation and good teaching practices in the Humanities, takes into
account the instructors’ role. The project was created in 2011 to provide technological and
scientific tools to foster respect for intellectual property. The sixth objective of the project
mentions the importance of “motivating students in their academic tasks so that they understand
that their own effort is much more satisfying than copying other people’s texts” (Heine & Martin
Garcia, 2013, p. 1172). To achieve this objective, the university offered a seminar by a visiting
expert.

Undoubtedly, the scarce examples found underscore the need for educational institutions to
educate the whole university community, giving them the tools they need to prevent, raise
awareness and redress cyber-plagiarism.

Why should we rethink tasks?

Assignments, tasks, projects and exams are the means by which faculty assess understanding
and knowledge acquisition, so rethinking and redesigning them on a regular basis becomes
necessary to prevent students from getting involved in dishonest behavior.

Comas et al. (2011) already suggested this when summarizing the most important academic
dishonest actions in three axes: (i) cases of fraud in the exams, (ii] actions related to the
preparation and presentation of assignments, and (i) actions that occur as a consequence of
the relationship among students. The second of these axes is directly associated to the teaching
functions and to the tasks and assignments that students are asked to submit. The degree of
responsibility that faculty has towards cyber-plagiarism when designing tasks and assignments
is something no one can ignore. Moreover, redesigning tasks to avoid academic dishonesty may
be the measure against cyber-plagiarism with the most didactic approach. Unlike measures
such as grade penalties, course failing, disciplinary actions or suspension/expulsion, task
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redesign avoids students’ penalization to focus on pedagogical solutions (Barbera, 2016).

The following guidelines for mitigating cyber-plagiarism through the redesign of tasks are
thought for e-learning higher education, a learning experience increasingly booming because
of the attractiveness of its nature, particularly for adult learners. Reassessing tasks and
assignments may particularly be useful in an online teaching and learning environment, where
students may be discouraged by factors such as the lack of direct contact with instructors
or the feeling of not living a regular college experience. Traditional tasks reinforce the belief
that online university studies provide a large amount of theoretical content and that students
are requested tasks and assignments that are both monotonous, boring and similar to each
other. Nevertheless, e-learning instructors are not alien to the heavy teaching load most faculty
complain about (Howard, 2002; Mahabeer and Pirtheepal, 2019), and possibly due to this the
assignments given to students often lack originality and critical content.

It should be noted that the higher education system favors academic writing at the expense of
personalized and spontaneous writing, a fact which students are not always familiarized with.
Reconsidering activities to encourage creativity and personal reflection, in addition to keeping
students away from plagiarism, will make them more valuable to a rapidly changing world, a
future professional milieu in which they will make use of what they have learnt during their
university studies. According to Taddei (2009), companies need the most creative individuals,
those who are able to take the initiative, and nations want to have a workforce capable of creating
value and jobs, while meeting the challenges of the moment at the same time.

Recommendations to task design

Rethinking tasks and assignments involves exploring an unknown terrain that some instructors
may take with reluctance. Increasingly, however, innovative tools or new methodologies are being
adopted to make lessons more engaging and dynamic. Considering that inspiring assignments
may deter students from plagiarizing, they should include relevant, meaningful, and motivating
ideas and examples. They should encourage some personal reflection as well, for example
prompted by questions that allow students give their opinion, solve a practical case or, better
yet, set it out.

The following are a handful of aspects that may help instructors plan tasks and assignments
in @ more engaging way. To begin with, preparatory tasks such as task scaffolding, annotated
bibliographies, and storyboarding are proved to be very useful in combating cyber-plagiarism
(Casey et al., 2014; Hale, 2018; Harris, 2012; Stabingis et al., 2014; Talab, 2004; Thompsett
and Ahluwalia, 2010). Therefore, doing this kind of exercises before giving an assignment may
encourage students to explain their own arguments while developing critical thinking.

Receiving clear instructions is key in any learning process. Frequently, the task instructions are
the same year after year. The particularities of some subjects make difficult to modify the tasks
from one academic year to the next one. In that case, it is advisable to change their approach to
discourage students from resorting to copy and paste. Faculty must provide clear and precise
guidelines and avoid ambiguity. It is important to show students where to find the information
that may support their work. The use of the Internet as the only source of documentation should
be questioned and even sanctioned if we want to encourage the creation of personal texts.

Time is another important factor, and it must be seen in two ways. On the one hand, time
given to finish tasks should be shortened if we want to fight discouragement and laziness, but
especially to minimize using copy and paste. On the other hand, due to their economic and
personal circumstances, adult students may particularly face a time limit to complete their
programs. Regarding this last case, Raes considers that not having enough time is one of the



RED IBEROAMERICANA DE PEDAGOGIA - REDIPE

reasons plagiarists would copy, often triggered by the amount of work requested in each subject.
Consequently, cyber-plagiarism would be “a very necessary evil” (2009, p. 96) for those who do
not have time to invest in their assignments, which causes, at the same time, a step back in the
meaning of academic responsibility.

Rubrics are versatile tools. They not only assess learning outcomes, they are helpful in guiding
students’ performance (Lehmand, 2010; Razi, 2015). They avoid ambiguity as well, since
students have less chances for straying on other aspects than those in the rubric. Regarding
homework, we should make sure that it is directly related or quite similar to the examples
already explained, as one of the reasons for cyber-plagiarism is students’ lack of confidence in
their own work. If homework is more affordable, students’ confidence in their ability to perform
tasks successfully will increase.

Group work stands as an important tool. Tasks that require a greater degree of collaboration will
help deter students from cyber-plagiarism. For such work to be coherent, it must be planned
properly, and participation of the group members should be active. The roles in the group
must be equitably distributed (in case of cyber-plagiarism, all members will be responsible).
Assignments could include a diary where the preparation of each part of the task in relation to
the rest of the work is described. Students will adopt an active role by completing it and sharing
their ideas critically.

Flipped classroom can fulfil a dissuasive function as well. The inverted class, according to
Fernandez et al., 2017, is “a teaching approach in which traditional class and self-learning
activities are reversed or ‘overturned’” (p. 1119). Among the advantages of this methodology,
there’'s “a change in the responsibility to learn about students” (p. 1120). Flipped learning uses
videos through which students acquire prior knowledge that will be shared afterwards with
the rest of the class. Instructors, at that moment, check and consolidate learning. Integrating
videos within tasks might be a measure against cyber-plagiarism if we think about the greater
difficulty for students to copy the content from videos. They may want to use some information
from them, so they will need to be previously taught to paraphrase. Students could be asked,
for instance, to collect information from the video that will later be the topic for discussion.
This information may be presented in different formats. Students will need to explain where the
information comes from, as well as the appropriateness of their choice, following instructors’
guidelines. Nevertheless, it must be said that even if it is harder for students to plagiarize
videos, those who have good skills with computers and software programs are more and more
able to access that information easily.

Asregardsthe citation sources, even if students believe they know how to reference their sources,
studies show that they don’t do it appropriately (Comas et al., 2011; Devlin and Gray, 2007; Park,
2003; Talab, 2004). In this sense, the question posed by Simonnot (2014, p. 227-228) is very
relevant: “How to integrate this practice [the citation] when we have not been made sufficiently
aware, in school, about the explicit role played by citations and we have not been exposed to
them?” Tasks in which students are entrusted with plagiarized assignments and which are
based on the finding and correction of the citation may be a way to increase awareness on the
importance of citing sources. Moreover, creating activities that tackle this competence playfully
will be good to cite sources correctly. Web-based tools such as Kahoot! or Socrative are easy
to use and allow students to create their own quizzes, which can be more motivating. In a later
phase, students could act as teachers making the rest of the students take the quizzes they
have created. In addition to this, instructors can always resort to Mendeley, Zotero, EndNotes,
among other reference management software programs, to show students the tools commonly
used in academia.
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In general, any use of technology is beneficial as long as clear instructions to do the task are
provided and the use of electronic tools is feasible. E-learning implies the use of technology,
which is usually appealing for students, but all activities involving a use of ICT tools may be a
good way to prevent cyber-plagiarism. These activities not only get students out of monotonous
traditional tasks, but they encourage them to be focused on the correct use of a new tool.
Besides game-based, learning software programs already mentioned, students may engage
in the creation of blogs, infographics, collaborative online glossaries, electronic mind maps
or video recordings with tools such as Blogger, Picktochart, EdPuzzle, PlayPosit, Youtube and
MindUp, to name a few. Holley and Boyle (2012) are some of the authors that highlight Open
Educational Resources (OERs) as a bank of accessible multimedia materials for teachers that
allow them to develop motivating tasks. This work also suggested that students themselves
design the tasks through online task generators such as GLO Maker. That would make them show
their ability to link activities with learning outcomes. Likewise, social media, as an important
part in students’ everyday lives, should be a motivating tool as well. Used as homework, making
students write on Twitter or post on Instagram for didactic purposes, may provide personal and
original contributions.

Inevitably, rethinking tasks to counteract cyber-plagiarism leads us to consider tools designed
to identify academic fraud in assignments and exams. All academic institutions are equipped
with anti-plagiarism software, but when it comes to cheating, students know very well how to
avoid it without being caught. Some can manipulate a text in a matter of seconds and pretend to
be an original one in such a way that software cannot identify. This is surprising if we consider
that the time spent in cheating could be invested in creating an original text. It is obvious that
anti-plagiarism tools are not a panacea: their reliability level is still insufficient and so it is the
faculty’s commitment to use them appropriately.

Bergardaa (2009) considers that purchasing plagiarism detection software to fight against
cyber-plagiarism is an absurd excuse that educational institutions should forget. However, the
use of these tools to prepare students’ submission of tasks is supported by many others. These
studies proved that anti-plagiarism software can promote academic honesty (Batane, 2010;
Chew et al., 2013; Heckler, 2013; Ledwith and Risquez, 2008) as long as it is used with a didactic
aim. The anti-plagiarism software can be explained to students, who will use it with their own
work. They will analyze the results and present a brief report commenting on them. This will
help students to take their personal creations more seriously, respect others’ intellectual
property and reflect on the critical and responsible use of information.

Linked to the above, if we rely on Biagioli's idea (2012, cited in Bessy and Chateauraynaud,
2015), who asks whether plagiarism can become a different form of learning, another turn of
the screw to the task design might be suggested. Biagioli defends the idea that “good plagiarism
does not question the content and scientific veracity. Although it hides the author’s identity and
harms his credit, the veracity of the plagiarized text can be even better, especially when it has
been subject of several evaluations” (p. 198). Some questions arise from his reflection: would
it be possible to find a didactic use in cheating and plagiarism? Could the process of copying,
editing, or re-reading these collages become a meaningful learning experience for students?
Some authors point directly to the feasibility of making students work with texts copied from the
internet (Jones, 2009; Lessig, 2004). They focus on the use of copy and paste in a creative and
rewarding way, for example, by making students compare different fragments of copied texts
and draw a critical opinion.

Allin all, faculty’s attitude towards change will make the difference. The more willing to rethink
and reshape tasks, the more motivated students will be as well. Undoubtedly, this will help
students to carry out the assignments in a different spirit.
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CONCLUSION

The above ideas will lead us to reflect on how tasks, assignments and exams could be more
challenging and meaningful for our students. Nevertheless, they need to be developed to adapt
to the specific competences and learning outcomes of each course. Implementing these ideas
will allow instructors to find out whether reassessing and redesigning tasks makes our students
less prone to cyber-plagiarize. In a future work, these results will be compared to those obtained
from the accomplishment of tasks and assignments with the traditional approach.

Reflecting on the tasks and assignments we give our students can only be worthwhile if there
is a real awareness of its usefulness and a critical and responsible determination. Instructors
must communicate what they want to achieve with the tasks and what they want to avoid as
the only way to make students assimilate their share of responsibility. If we want our tasks
to encourage reflection and personal contribution, we must show our students that we also
devoted time and reflection to the design of those tasks.

Thenatureofdistancelearningfrequentlyencouragescheatingmorethanface-to-faceeducation,
but we cannot stop the advance of technological means that make education increasingly global
and within the reach of more people. Underwood and Szabo (2003) state that “the range of
dishonest practice is limited only by students’ abilities to use technology creatively” (p. 470). In
this case, why not use our students’ supposed creativity to our own advantage?

The way instructors plan tasks to counteract cyber-plagiarism should be just one of the aspects
within a wider anti-plagiarism strategy, which will be aimed at educating the whole university
community. Teachers not only need to be trained to rethink their tasks, they must also be
able to convey to students that cyber-plagiarism is a dishonest act. The creation of reference
manuals and the organization of training seminars for the faculty in which the design of tasks
is explained, are actions to be taken by the institutions. Undoubtedly, these measures can help
to raise awareness in those members of the faculty who may be allowing students to resort to
unintelligent and immature strategies when doing and submitting their work.

Students need to be educated on academic honesty as well, and this is not only the faculty’s
responsibility. It is the university, sometimes through the student services, the library or the
writing and documentation centers, which needs to be in charge. Anyway, it will be important
to educate students from the early phases of schooling and make this a continued training
throughout higher education, hence instructors’ responsibility to advocate the development of
integrity in teaching to give credibility to our educational system.
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