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Abstract
Plagiarism is a consistent source of concern for educators, and particularly so for English for Academic
Purposes (EAP) practitioners, whose objective is to equip students for success across the curriculum.
Plagiarism has been on the EAP research agenda for some 35 years and remains a topic of considerable
research interest. While perceptions of plagiarism have been extensively investigated, a number of ques-
tions relating to the prevalence and causes of plagiarism remain unanswered, and solid evidence about
effective pedagogical methods is largely lacking. This article outlines directions for future research on
the topic and describes specific investigations that could be conducted.

1. Introduction

Plagiarism has garnered interest as a research topic in several disciplines, including areas such as
research and academic ethics, and higher education pedagogy. As a topic of academic research, pla-
giarism has an interesting resonance. On the one hand, it can be approached as a topic of theoretical
or conceptual interest; for example, by considering plagiarism as a form of intertextuality (Solin, 2002;
Tufescu, 2008). On the other hand, plagiarism is of very practical interest as a deviation from the
expected and desired behaviour in educational settings, and one with which all educational institu-
tions, and most teachers, must at times grapple.

Plagiarism has been a topic of interest to language researchers and educators for over three decades
(e.g., Matalene, 1985), and has particular relevance within applied linguistics and language teaching
and learning for several reasons. One is that it is inherently a linguistic act: plagiarism involves appro-
priating an idea or a formulation and reproducing it. Plagiarism only happens when that reproduction
has occurred; that is, when the appropriated idea or formulation is expressed in language, typically
(though not necessarily) in writing. In settings where the medium of instruction is not the same as
the first language (L1) of some or all of the students, language teachers often have a role in supporting
students’ language development, to prepare them for tasks such as writing essays. In this way, much
research on plagiarism has stemmed from observations that students sometimes plagiarise, and the
resulting need to understand why and what to do about it (e.g., Deckert, 1993).

An area with considerable relevance for language teaching is intercultural communication, and pla-
giarism has also been investigated from this perspective. A prominent theme in both research and
commentary on plagiarism is the ‘cultural explanation’; that is, the idea that it is a culturally situated
construct and therefore acts that may be regarded as plagiarism and therefore transgressive in one cul-
ture may not be identified as such in another (e.g., Scollon, 1995). Sometimes specific (perceived) fea-
tures of a culture, such as a propensity toward repetition and rote learning, are given as elements of the
cultural explanation.
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It has also been observed that the phenomenon of appropriating words and phrases from source texts
is intertwined with the writer’s developing academic literacy skills (e.g., Howard, 1995; Jamieson, 2019;
Luzón, 2015), and for this reason a great deal of research on plagiarism has been done within the specia-
lised area of English for Academic Purposes (EAP): it is a topic of interest to EAP teachers because they
are charged with teaching the skills of academic writing. Research in EAP and closely related areas (such
as second-language (L2) writing and composition studies) has investigated topics such as the expectations
of teachers across the academic community (Pecorari & Shaw, 2012; Sutherland-Smith, 2008) and the
prevalence of plagiarism in student writing (Howard et al., 2010; Pecorari, 2003). For the same reasons,
plagiarism is in principle a question of interest for the teaching and learning of any language that is the
medium of instruction but not the L1 of some or all of the students in an educational setting.

Despite the considerable volume of research on plagiarism to date (see Pecorari & Petrić, 2014 for a
review), a number of questions meriting investigation are still unanswered. This article will map out
some of them as directions for future research.

2. Describing and defining plagiarism

Plagiarism has widely been described (e.g., Eaton, 2021; Howard, 2000) as difficult to define, perhaps
almost to the point of impossibility. Elsewhere, I have taken issue with this contention (Pecorari,
2019), arguing that it is entirely feasible to define plagiarism in a robust and defensible way; the dif-
ficulty lies in defining it in terms that can readily be applied in practice, in order to determine which
acts should be classified as plagiarism. The feasibility of a definition does not, however, imply a gen-
erally held consensus about what constitutes plagiarism; there is ample evidence of uncertainty and
inconsistency in the academic community (Borg, 2009; Pecorari & Shaw, 2012).

The lack of an unambiguous, commonly held understanding may well be related to a degree of
vagueness or lack of specificity in the definitions many universities include in their policies on plagiar-
ism (Eaton, 2017; Pecorari, 2001), but it is debatable which is the cause and which is the effect. That is
to say, academics may have contradictory ideas of what plagiarism is because their universities fail to
provide them with explicit and unambiguous definitions; or the definitions may be vague and unspe-
cific because they are written by committees of academics who cannot agree on the details.

The inconsistency of academics’ views about plagiarism is all the more surprising because concise
definitions of plagiarism tend to be very similar, suggesting broad agreement at a generic level. Two
definitions taken essentially at random from university websites illustrate this:1

Plagiarism means presenting work that is not your own without acknowledging the original
source of the work. (University of Sydney, Australia)

Plagiarism is using, without acknowledgement, someone else’s words, ideas or work. (Open
University, UK)

Both definitions are typical in describing plagiarism as involving the re-use of material originally pro-
duced by someone else, with the re-use happening in an inappropriate way. Those three criteria are
widely accepted; much more contentious is a fourth criterion, the question of intention; that is,
whether the misuse of the appropriated material must be an act of intentional wrongdoing
(Pecorari, 2013). Indeed, the University of Sydney definition continues with, ‘It doesn’t matter whether
you do this on purpose or accidentally’. Because of the significant disagreement in the academic com-
munity about whether intention to deceive is part of the definition, I have proposed (Pecorari, 2003,
2008) the umbrella term TEXTUAL PLAGIARISM, a term that embraces two subcategories. One subcategory

1See: https://www.sydney.edu.au/students/academic-dishonesty.html#:∼:text=Plagiarism%20means%20presenting%20work%
20that,the%20original%20material%20was%20published and https://help.open.ac.uk/documents/policies/plagiarism/files/35/
plagiarism.pdf
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is PROTOTYPICAL PLAGIARISM, a form of cheating that involves deliberate deception. The acts that fall into
the other subcategory are not motivated by deceptive or transgressive intent, acts that, in order to
distinguish them from prototypical plagiarism have been given labels such as TEXTUAL BORROWING

(Barks & Watts, 2001) and PATCHWRITING (Howard, 1995).
For the purposes of this article, unless otherwise indicated, plagiarism will be used to refer to this

broader category, textual plagiarism. This is not because the question of intention is unimportant; it is
of great importance both in understanding the causes of plagiarism and in meting out just and effect-
ive responses to it. It is also of great interest in setting out a research agenda for plagiarism from the
perspective of the teaching and learning of language, because one of the subcategories – patchwriting –
is especially closely intertwined with the development of language skills. However, intention is also
very difficult to diagnose,2 and it must be considered that a text that is labelled as plagiarism within
an instructional setting may have been misdiagnosed, or there may be insufficient information to make
that diagnosis. In using plagiarism in that broader sense here, the intention is to exploit the neutrality
‘textual plagiarism’, which is agnostic on the question of intent.

It should also be noted that plagiarism can involve not only text in the narrow sense of ‘words’ but
also many other kinds of material, including computer code and musical or artistic works (Eaton,
2021). However, in researching plagiarism from the perspective of language learning and language
teaching, it is text in that narrower sense, texts made up of words, which is most relevant, and that
will be used here.

Intentionality is problematic in large part because of an open disagreement amongst academics
about whether it should be regarded as a criterion, but it is also problematic because of the uncertainty
and subjectivity in deciding about it. How can we reliably distinguish between a student who made a
genuine mistake and one who merely claims to have done so, to escape the consequences of an act of
intentional wrongdoing once it is discovered? The same uncertainty and subjectivity apply to the other
criteria as well. For example, how do we know whether a chunk of text has been copied or not? Two
features are often referenced to help make that judgement: the extent of the (potentially) copied mater-
ial, and the uniqueness of the phrasing. However, there are no accepted benchmarks for either char-
acteristic. What volume of similarity should be regarded as suspicious and how unique is a unique
phrase? These subjectivities can make it difficult to determine whether plagiarism has happened.

Plagiarism also comes in many forms. The following are examples (NOT a comprehensive list) of
acts that have been described as plagiarism:

• handing in an assignment identical to one that another student submitted for the same class in a
previous semester;

• handing in an assignment identical to one that the same student submitted for a different class in
a previous semester;

• including several copied paragraphs in a text that otherwise appears to have been written by the
person whose name is on the cover page;

• including one or more paragraphs from a source with changes – more or less liberal – to aspects
of the wording; for example, replacing words with synonyms, changing the order of items in a
list, rewriting to make a sentence more concise or more elaborated.

The variety of different textual acts that come under the heading plagiarism can make it a slippery
construct to discuss; the word can evoke very different understandings in different people.

2I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer who pointed out that the medical connotations of diagnosis may make the word
an infelicitous choice. While acknowledging those connotations, I retain the use of it, because my central contention is that
unconventional source use is usually, if not always, problematic, and diagnosis is an apt metaphor for the process of arriving
at an understanding of the root cause of the problem.
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Research task 1

Produce a descriptive rubric for textual plagiarism

For the reasons described above – because the textual indicators of plagiarism are numerous and var-
ied – studies that have aimed to document the relationship between new texts and their sources have
been challenged to describe their findings. Different approaches have been taken, which presents an
obstacle to comparisons amongst texts in the same study and across studies. For example, Gilmore
et al. (2010) used text-matching software to identify plagiarism, and described the proportion of
texts in their research corpus in which it was found. They did not, however, describe the threshold
at which they considered that matches constituted plagiarism, so a researcher who wished to replicate
the study, or repeat it in a different context, would be hard put to compare their results. (Of course,
there is an inherent difficulty in setting such a threshold, because the proportion of overlapping text is
not the sole consideration in determining whether a text is plagiarised.)

By contrast, both Howard et al. (2010) and Pecorari (2003) inspected texts manually. The latter looked
for five categories of source use, two of which – patchwriting and copying not signalled as quotation –
could be understood as plagiarism (although it should be noted that Howard (1999) rejects the idea that
patchwriting should be considered a form of plagiarism). They also considered whether citations were
present for propositions that needed them, and whether the content of the source was reported correctly.
They reported the proportion of texts having or lacking one of these features.

Pecorari (2003) also considered the accuracy of reported content, along with two other features:
source identification (were propositions from a source attributed to the correct source in the target
text?); and the origins of the wording (i.e., if the phrasing used was taken from the source, was that
signalled?) The extent of source dependence was quantified with three metrics: the overall proportion
of words in the target text that originated from the source; the proportion of words that were copied
from a source but not signalled as quotation; and the length of copied strings.

Keck (2006) investigated paraphrasing strategies and took as her basic unit of analysis the ‘unique
link’, a lexical word or phrase that could be traced to one (only) part of a source text. She grouped
paraphrases into four categories based on the proportion of words in the paraphrase that consisted
of unique links, ranging from ‘substantial revision’ (no unique links) to ‘near copy’ (50% or more
of the words in the paraphrase were unique links). She also documented ‘exact copies’; that is, passages
in which paraphrasing was not attempted. Wiemeyer (2020) built on Keck (2006) by examining para-
phrase and exact copy, but also looked at source use strategies such as quotation and summary.

In short, different approaches to measuring and describing potential plagiarism have been taken,
and this makes it difficult to compare findings across studies. The first task, therefore, is to create
and validate a descriptive rubric, the terms of which can be used to describe the relationships between
new texts and their sources. In terms of development, carrying out this task could involve looking at
the studies that have attempted to describe intertextual relationships to produce a list of potential
descriptors (e.g., proportion of copying, extent of changes to the copied chunks, acknowledgement
or not of the source relationships). Testing or validating the functionality of the rubric could take dif-
ferent forms, but one productive approach would be to apply the rubric to several texts and see if prac-
titioners find that the descriptions thus produced facilitate their determinations about whether the
texts use sources appropriately and, if not, whether the problematic usage constitutes plagiarism.
This approach to validation illustrates the potential pedagogical applications such a rubric would pro-
vide, alongside research applications. The tendency on the part of busy practitioners to place overre-
liance on the metrics produced by text matching software has frequently been observed, and
significant problems with that overreliance have been documented (e.g. Canzonetta, 2019;
Weber-Wulff, 2019a, 2019b). A rubric that facilitates a fuller understanding of intertextual relation-
ships could be a useful aid.
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3. The prevalence of plagiarism

It is not uncommon to encounter claims in the literature that the incidence of plagiarism has increased
dramatically. Sometimes these claims are accompanied by a reference to the internet as an explanation,
apparently on the basis that the internet makes it easier for students to find sources from which to
copy. These claims are widely disseminated, despite the fact that relatively little research has attempted
to address the question, and that which has (e.g., Curtis & Tremayne, 2019; Curtis & Vardanega, 2016)
does not provide strong evidence for such a contention.

As Kaposi and Dell (2012) note, the discourse of these claims merits interrogation. The notion of
the supposed dramatic increase in plagiarism is used to suggest an urgent need to address the problem.
The same is true for another discourse about plagiarism: the public scandal. When a politician, author,
or other celebrity is involved in allegations of plagiarism, the ensuing public discussion of it similarly
tends to invoke the episode as an illustration of a serious social malaise.

If all textual plagiarism were prototypical plagiarism – that is, if every unattributed quotation or
patchwritten paragraph were a sign of dishonesty and a deliberate attempt to gain by cheating –
then it would be reasonable to interpret documented instances of it as a worrying sign, and to take
an increase in textual plagiarism (if true) as evidence of a growing problem. However, as noted
above, it is widely accepted that some textual plagiarism is a developmental issue, so it might be
expected to be as common as the pool of novice academic writers is large. Understanding more
about the real incidence of textual plagiarism – how much of it there is, and who does it – can poten-
tially shed light on the developmental/patchwriting explanation, and that in turn can lead to a better
understanding of how to address it. The more widespread it is, the more evidence there is that the
current prevailing strategy – ‘the triad of prevention, detection and punishment’ (Kaposi & Dell,
2012, p. 813) – is of limited efficacy. The next two research tasks take two different approaches to
investigating the prevalence or incidence of textual plagiarism.

Research task 2

How much textual plagiarism is there?

Many studies have described intertextual relationships in student writing that could be identified as
plagiarism (e.g., Abasi et al., 2006; Angélil-Carter, 2000; Ouellette, 2008), producing rich understand-
ings of intertextual relationships in the context of the writers’ perceptions, experiences and identities.
Fewer studies have attempted to quantify these intertextual relationships, either in terms of how much
dependence on sources can be found in individual texts, or in terms of how many texts in a corpus
contain textual plagiarism. The Citation Project (e.g., Howard et al., 2010; Jamieson & Howard, 2013)
used a corpus of writing produced by undergraduates at a US university, the majority of which were
believed to have L1 English. Pecorari (e.g., 2003, 2006) examined texts written by postgraduates at a
UK university, all of whom had another L1 than English. Both studies identified a widespread propen-
sity toward intertextual relationships that could be diagnosed as plagiarism. In addition, they found
other features, such as distortion of the meaning of the source material, which would not ordinarily
be regarded as plagiarism, but that do suggest that the disciplinary literacy skills of the writers were still
under development.

The more widespread textual plagiarism is, the greater the need to approach it proactively rather
than reacting to it when it is discovered. The greater the evidence that it is associated with the devel-
opment of academic literacy, the clearer it is that supporting academic writers to become more skilled
and confident will be effective in preventing textual plagiarism. More evidence is needed to help
understand how pedagogical resources can best be focused.

The second research task, therefore, is to extend the work of Howard et al. and of Pecorari to other
contexts. Of particular interest is the rapidly growing area of English as a medium of instruction (EMI).
In EMI settings, most teachers as well as learners find themselves in the position of engaging in the
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complexities of academic discourse in a language that is not their first. The ramifications of this for text-
ual plagiarism/patchwriting bear investigation. More generally, additional evidence about how students
use sources from other educational levels, geographical settings, academic disciplines, and other lan-
guages than English would be of great value in shaping a broader understanding of the phenomenon.

Such an investigation could involve an open approach, in which authentic assessment texts
(e.g., thesis chapters or essays written for a particular class) could be used, or a closed approach, in
which research participants would all be given the same topic to write on, and potentially a small
number of texts to use as sources. The choice of approach would involve weighing up the relative mer-
its of a more naturalistic investigation versus the benefits of having a small pool of potential sources
and greater comparability across the texts.

Note: For tasks such as this, which involve a comparison of texts with their possible sources, the
comparison can either be manual or can be performed with text-matching software (i.e., products
such as Turnitin). An automated approach has the advantage that a larger sample can be analysed
against a larger volume of possible sources. However, such tools can give unhelpful results, including
false positives and false negatives (see Weber-Wulff, 2019a, 2019b). A manual analysis can produce a
more nuanced understanding of the relationship between texts, particularly if the writer has made
extensive changes to the source language, but the time-consuming nature of a manual comparison
limits the amount of text that can be analysed.

Research task 3

Investigating the context of a high-profile plagiarism case

When allegations of plagiarism are made against high-profile individuals, the effect is often to discredit
the individual. Joseph Biden’s first presidential campaign was scuppered on accusations of plagiarism
(Dionne, 1987). A biographer of Martin Luther King Jr. speculated that had the plagiarism scandal
surrounding his university work become public sooner, it could have irreparably damaged the US
civil rights movement (McKnight, 1998). If plagiarism is understood as an act of deliberate wrong-
doing, then reputational damage is a reasonable outcome for what one would hope are a small
group of individuals who choose to perpetrate it. However, the idea of patchwriting as a developmental
stage that novice academic writers tend to pass through suggests that it is likely to be widespread. If
that is the case, then singling out prominent individuals for criticism is not only unfair, but it also
deflects the criticism away from the educational setting that failed both to identify students using
sources inappropriately and to support them in learning to create intertextual ties appropriately.

This task starts with a high-profile case of (alleged) plagiarism involving student writing. For the sake
of feasibility, it should be a genre that is archived by the university, such as the doctoral thesis, and the
task will be greatly facilitated if, as part of the public attention the case has received, the alleged plagiar-
ism has been analysed and described. For example, The Martin Luther King Papers Project released a
statement analysing Dr King’s source use (1991), and a body of research and commentary has sprung
up around it (e.g., Miller, 1991; Reagon, 1991). Germany has famously had many cases involving prom-
inent politicians, and many of these are documented in the VroniPlag wiki (https://vroniplag.wikia.org/
de/wiki/Home). Other cases can readily be found in news archives.

The task begins with collecting a selection of (sections of) doctoral theses from the same univer-
sity or one that can be regarded as similar, and from the same time period and academic discipline,
and then analysing their source use. The intention is to see whether the high-profile case is an iso-
lated exception in producing the intertextual relationships that have been labelled plagiarism, or
whether those source-use strategies were common among similar students. If it is the latter, that
suggests that more attention should be given to prevention (including teaching the skills that
allow writers to use sources in less controversial ways) and/or to gatekeeping than to retrospective
criticism.
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4. Causes of plagiarism

When plagiarism is understood as a deceptive act of deliberate cheating – that is, prototypical plagiar-
ism – then causes can be sought amongst the factors known to promote academic dishonesty (see
Eaton, 2021, pp. 49–51 for a review). This section is specifically concerned with the other sort: the
intertextual relationships that may be labelled plagiarism but are not the product of an intention to
cheat or deceive.

Several factors have been suggested as causes for this non-deceptive act, and they can be grouped into
three broad categories. The first is an imperfect understanding of the expectations of the disciplinary
discourse community. Gilmore et al. (2010) found an inverse relationship between the presence of pla-
giarism in postgraduate student writing and disciplinary expertise as indexed by two factors: the amount
of time students had spent in postgraduate study; and the presence of references to primary literature,
which they argued was a disciplinary expectation, and Keck (2014) had a similar finding with respect
to undergraduates. Pecorari (2006) found that for aspects of source use that are visible to a reader
(e.g., the preference in some disciplines for research articles over books), postgraduate writers approxi-
mated the disciplinary norms. For other, less visible features (such as whether text not in quotation
marks was actually copied from a source), they were more likely to deviate from the disciplinary
norms, because the lack of visibility meant that the students were not alerted to those norms. Davis
(2012) found that international students at a UK university had gaps in their understandings about pla-
giarism and reported that their training in using sources had been minimal. In sum, the evidence sup-
ports the idea that students who are aware of what their academic disciplines expect, either because they
have been instructed in it, or because they have learnt it through exposure, are less likely to plagiarise.

A second explanation places the responsibility for plagiarism with cultural differences. More spe-
cifically, the basic notion is that cultures vary in terms of which acts are considered transgressive. The
cultural explanation exists in many variations; one commonly expressed version is the idea that stu-
dents from certain cultures (Confucian-heritage cultures are frequently named) are trained in rote
learning and repetition, but not that originality is required in their work. Another version is that stu-
dents from cultures with a high power distance are taught to have great respect for teachers. From this
viewpoint, the practitioner, who is wiser and more widely read than the student, will certainly recog-
nise material repeated from a source. Explicitly marking it, for example with a citation or quotation
marks, is not only unnecessary, it is potentially offensive.

The cultural explanation for plagiarism has generated a significant debate (reviewed in Pecorari &
Petrić, 2014) and has been subjected to an extended analysis (Li & Flowerdew, 2019) in the Chinese
context. However, little empirical research has addressed it directly. One exception is an experimental
study (Bikowski & Gui, 2018) in which Chinese university students (some of whom were in China, and
some in the US) were shown videos of a writer working from sources. The videos illustrated inappro-
priate, questionable or appropriate use of the sources, and after viewing each one, the students were
asked to describe what had happened. The analysis focused on the connotations of the words and
phrases used in the description. They found that the US-based students were more likely to use
Chinese words that translate as plagiarism or otherwise have a negative connotation, while the
Chinese-based students were more likely to use a neutral term. The authors interpret this as evidence
of a shift in understandings of plagiarism associated with exposure to the US educational system; this
in turn suggests that the two cultures may have different understandings.

In the Japanese context, Wheeler (2009) asked students to assign scores to texts created for the pur-
pose of the study. They assigned a high score to the first. They were then shown the ‘source’, and this
allowed them to see that the first text had copied a great deal from it. Asked to assess it again, they gave
it a lower score. Next, they were shown a second text that used the same source, but with non-identical
wording; that is, it used the source in a way that was arguably less problematic than the first. They
rated it more highly that the first. As Wheeler (2009, p. 26) notes, the findings ‘suggest that one should
be careful about concluding that plagiarism is inherent in Japanese culture’.
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Keck (2014) re-analysed the data used in her 2006 study of paraphrasing to look at differences
between L1 and L2 users of English, and between first-year students and more advanced students.
She found the latter factor – experience of university study – to be associated with the tendency to
rely on the words of source authors and found little evidence to support the idea that copying is
more common amongst L2 users.

Rather than expectations – either disciplinary or cultural – language skills (and whether they are
adequate to meet expectations) are the focus of a third cluster of explanations for non-prototypical
plagiarism. Flowerdew and Li (2007) studied Chinese postgraduates in the sciences as they wrote arti-
cles intended for publication. The students perceived a need to improve their English, and adopted
strategies toward that end:

For our student participants, learning to use language from other texts can take two primary
forms: (1) keeping notes of useful expressions, either in traditional notebook form or in word
processing files and (2) using a selection of articles and taking useful language as they write.
(p. 449)

Notably, when the first strategy was used, the ‘useful expressions’ were rather short and generic
chunks; for example, ‘In this article’ or ‘Here we report’ (p. 449), chunks that would in all likelihood
be considered appropriate to reuse by most academics (cf. Davis & Morley, 2015). The second strategy,
however, resulted in long and quite specific strings being reproduced from articles into the study par-
ticipants’ texts. The authors do not conclude from this that the science students committed plagiarism;
indeed, they argue that the standards of the humanities regarding plagiarism cannot and should not be
applied to the sciences. However, in universities with one-size-fits-all plagiarism policies and in which
academic conduct committees are drawn from across the university, the risk is significant that this
copying behavior could be adjudged plagiarism. The students’ choice to adopt these strategies suggests
a perceived need to look for a supply of academic words and formulae outside of their own mental
lexicons.

For Flowerdew and Li’s (2007) students, productive language skills were at issue, but receptive skills
have also been implicated in textual plagiarism. For example, Jamieson and Howard (2013) found that
students misreported the ideas they took from sources; that they reported ideas at sentence level, rather
than the larger point of the source as a whole; and that the sentences they worked with tended to come
from the first page or two of the source. They interpreted these findings as casting doubt on the stu-
dents’ reading skills.

These three possible sets of explanatory factors for patchwriting – that students need to learn about
disciplinary expectations for academic writing; to learn the expectations of a new culture; and to learn
to understand and produce academic discourse in an L2 – are naturally not mutually exclusive. Nor are
they unrelated; indeed, they might be expected to develop together, as incidental outcomes of being in
a given academic setting. However, as indicated above, very little empirical evidence exists to show
what their respective and relative contributions to patchwriting might be. The next tasks are designed
to produce such evidence.

Research task 4

Investigating the influence of cultural differences

As noted above, relatively little research has attempted to investigate empirically the possible role
of cultural differences in explaining student plagiarism. One of the few exceptions is Wheeler
(2009). He asked a group of Japanese students to perform judgement-elicitation tasks based on
three short texts on the same subject, two of which were purported to have been written by fic-
tional students and one of which was said to have been published in an academic journal.
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Participants were first presented with the student text and asked to evaluate it, which they did
generally positively. They were then shown the authoritative, published text, and at this point it
became clear that the first ‘student’ had copied from it. When asked to re-evaluate the first student
text, they were much more negative, and specifically criticised the copying, characterising it as pla-
giarism. Participants were then given and asked to evaluate the second ‘student’ text, which put
forward the content of the ‘published’ text but the wording was to some extent changed. They
were negative about the clear dependence on the source, but less negative than toward the first,
more source-dependent text.

The procedure of having participants evaluate the first text twice, once in ignorance of its source
and then again in awareness of it, isolates the plagiarism as an element in their judgement. Their criti-
cism in the second round of evaluation indicates that they were not inclined to condone plagiarism.
Their more restrained criticism of the second ‘student’ writer, who varied the wording of the source,
can be interpreted as evidence that they valued the effort to write more autonomously. All of this
makes it difficult to argue that Japanese culture does not regard plagiarism with disfavour, leading
Wheeler to conclude that ‘it is a lack of understanding of the act, rather than cultural values, that
is the root cause of plagiarism committed by students’ (2009, p. 17).

Research task 4 is to reproduce this study in a different geographical or cultural setting, in order to
provide more direct evidence speaking to the cultural explanation. Although analysis and commentary
from both cultural insiders and external observers (e.g., Scollon, 1995; Ha, 2006) is of value, it cur-
rently exists in much greater volume than empirical data. Reproductions of Wheeler’s study in
other contexts can redress this imbalance.

Wheeler (2009) gives the short texts in an Appendix and provides a clear and detailed description
of his methods, making it feasible to follow them closely. The participants in his study were L1 speak-
ers of Japanese. If a multicultural group of participants is available, the judgement-elicitation proced-
ure could be combined with a short questionnaire asking about participants’ backgrounds, thus
permitting possible patterns to emerge in the analysis.

Research task 5

Source dependence and receptive and productive language skills

This task involves examining the extent of patchwriting in a writing sample in the light of the receptive
and productive language skills of the writer who produced it. Many variations on this basic theme are
possible, some of which are described below.

A writing prompt is first constructed. Participants should be asked to write on a topic that could be
addressed by consulting sources, but for which they are not strictly necessary (i.e., the topic does not
require significant technical or background information). An opinion text, such as ‘Does the world
need more vegetarians?’ would be suitable. A small number of sources – possibly just one – relevant
to the topic are supplied to participants. The number, length and readability of the sources can be
determined with reference to participants’ language level. Participants are first given time to read
the source(s) and are then given the prompt and asked to write on it. Their texts are then analysed
to identify whether and how they have used the source(s): is language from the sources re-used? If
so, how much, and to what extent is it adapted (e.g., by substituting synonyms) as opposed to reused
verbatim? Are the intertextual relationships acknowledged appropriately or not? Depending on the
length of the source text(s), the first part of the analysis, the comparison, may be done manually
or using text-matching software.

To measure productive language skills, a very simple approach would be to analyse the same text
for any of a range of features that are thought to correlate with the development of writing skills. These
could include length; sentence complexity; lexical richness; the presence of academic vocabulary; error
analysis; and so forth. A possible objection to this procedure could be that some of the language in the
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participants’ texts would likely come from the sources, so it would be the ability of the authors, rather
than the participants, which was measured to some extent. Against this is the fact that integrating cop-
ied chunks into a text is time-consuming and can be difficult, so writers who depend more on their
sources may also introduce errors, write shorter texts, and so forth. However, if it is possible to secure
participants who are willing to invest additional time, a good solution would be first to ask them to
write one text WITHOUT recourse to sources, and subsequently to perform the source-based writing task.
The first, non-source-based text would provide the material to assess their productive skills.

It would also be possible to test productive knowledge of grammar and vocabulary, both
highly relevant to writing skills, by a number of means, including a Cloze test and, for English,
the Productive Vocabulary Levels Test (Laufer & Nation, 1999) or the Productive Academic
Vocabulary Test (Pecorari & Malmström, in preparation). Formulaic language is also highly
relevant (cf. Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010) and various approaches to testing it – both productive
and receptive – exist (Gyllstad & Schmitt, 2018).

Receptive language skills can be measured in similar ways. For English, possible measures include a
test of reading comprehension and reading speed, such as the Nelson-Denny; a test of receptive general
vocabulary, such as the Vocabulary Levels Test (e.g. the versions produced by Schmitt et al., 2001);
and/or the Academic Vocabulary Test (Pecorari et al., 2019).

All other things being equal, more varied measures of receptive and productive language skills will
give richer and more reliable results, while also being more time-consuming both for the researcher
and participants, thus possibly limiting the number of results. Through a combination of one or
more of these measures, it will be possible to understand the relationship between source-dependent
writing and receptive and productive skills in the target language.

Research task 6

Listening to writers

This task also begins with the analysis of source-based writing, and follows the first steps in Task
Five, creating a writing prompt, asking participants to read one or more sources on the same topic
before producing a writing sample, and analysing the writing samples to see how they have used
sources.

The next step is to conduct text-based interviews with the writers. The attention of each writer is
directed in the interview toward specific places where language from the source(s) has been repeated,
and the writer is asked to explain the choice to use that chunk of language in that way. The answers –
including the answers to follow-up questions, which are likely to be needed – can include two possible
explanations. One is that writers may have felt unsure about their understanding of the source, and as
a result chose not to paraphrase more extensively, in order to avoid the risk of distorting the meaning.
This would suggest that the decision to use the source’s language lay in the participant’s receptive
skills. Alternatively, they may recount that they felt the idea was expressed very nicely and doubted
their own ability to express it as well, indicating that productive skills were central to the decision
to adopt a copying strategy.

Of course, some responses might provide a more nuanced blending of both these factors, and
others could arise, and this is why a qualitative, interview-based approach is suggested for this task.
The opportunity to hear unexpected explanations, and probe, follow up and negotiate understanding
with participants has the potential to produce rich data speaking to this complex topic.

5. Teaching away from plagiarism

Over 30 years ago, Hull and Rose (1989) described a writing strategy that is very reminiscent of that
which Howard came to call ‘patchwriting’. Their informant was a student in need of extra academic
support as she learned to write her way into the discourse community of her chosen profession:
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nursing. One of her strategies was relying on the language of her sources but putting her imprimatur
on it to the extent she could, by varying some wordings. The researchers observed that

. . . a powerful pedagogic next move…would be temporarily to suspend concern about error and
pursue, full tilt, her impulse to don the written language of another. What she seems to need at
this point in her reentry into the classroom is a free-wheeling pedagogy of imitation, one that
encourages her to try on the language of essays (p. 151)

Some years later, Howard commented that Hull and Rose

. . . and other studies describe patchwriting as a pedagogical opportunity, not a juridical problem.
They recommend that teachers treat it as an important transitional strategy in the student’s pro-
gress toward membership in a discourse community. To treat it negatively, as a ‘problem’ to be
‘cured’ or punished, would be to undermine its positive intellectual value, thereby obstructing
rather than facilitating the learning process. (1995, pp. 798–799)

The idea that a ‘free-wheeling pedagogy of imitation’ can be beneficial is supported by the account of
Li & Flowerdew’s (2007) students, who mined the articles they read for the phrases they hoped to be
able to use effectively and, perhaps, master. A similar possibility emerged from a case study of a bilin-
gual secondary school pupil (Villalva, 2006). And yet more than 30 years on, we not only have not
explored the potential benefits of encouraging a source-repetitive strategy for learning to write, but
we have also arguably taken a step backward. Increased institutional attention to plagiarism, increased
use of text-matching software, the tendency toward penalty tariffs for plagiarism and the like make it
more difficult than ever to avoid treating patchwriting ‘negatively, as a “problem” to be “cured” or
punished’. The final research task seeks evidence to guide pedagogy in this area.

Research task 7

The role of repetition in the writer’s development

This task is a longitudinal investigation of the writing development of one or more participants, in the
light of their patchwriting behavior. Before describing the task, a note on its potential sensitivity is
needed. The task will explore the effects of encouraging writers to adopt Hull and Rose’s ‘freewheeling
pedagogy of imitation’, and it is important that participants understand that the rules that apply in the
study are different from the ones that apply in the classroom.

The project begins by recruiting participants prepared to spend approximately two hours on each
of several occasions across the period of the study. As with any longitudinal study, establishing the
precise parameters is an act of balancing the ideal with the realistic. A duration of an academic
year, with four data collection points, would be sensible. If cooperation from participants can be
gained, a longer period and/or more data collection points would be better still. A large group of par-
ticipants is not necessary (a single case study could produce findings of value) but because of the risk
of drop-out, erring on the side of caution and recruiting above target is advisable.

At each data collection point, participants will first read one or more sources and then write a text
in response to a prompt on a related source. Each prompt should involve different topics but be similar
in character (e.g., ask participants to write the same genre, a text of similar length, etc.).

After producing each sample, participants are asked to take part in a text-based interview. The first
asks participants how they used the sources and, where relevant, why. Subsequent interviews will also
ask about strategies named in earlier interviews. For example, if a student reports that ‘this sentence is
a paraphrase of this part of the source’, the next interview might ask, ‘in the previous task you para-
phrased from the source. Have you done that this time?’ If a student says, ‘On reflection, I think this
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paraphrase may be too close to the original’, a follow-up question could be ‘Last time you mentioned
that you thought one of your paraphrases could be too close to the original. Do you have that concern
this time?’

The relationship between each writing sample and its sources is analysed, and this will indicate
whether the writers grow less dependent on their sources over time. The writers’ own accounts in
the interviews will add an important additional set of information and perspectives. This will indicate
whether giving novice academic writers permission to imitate is an effective learning strategy.

Two optional steps would make this study somewhat more complex procedurally, but also provide
richer outcomes. The first would be to introduce a measure of the quality of the texts, ideally using at
least two independent raters who are experienced in assessing academic writing. If their holistic rating
of each writer’s texts is higher over time, that is an additional indication that the license to engage in
textual mimicry is beneficial.

A second step would be to ask participants to provide copies of the assessment writing they do
during the duration of the study. As part of the analysis of each writing sample, the words and phrases
which are copied from the source(s) are recorded. The texts subsequently produced by the partici-
pants, both for coursework and the later writing samples, can be profiled to see if the copied words
and phrases become part of that writer’s lexicon.

The findings would need careful interpretation, because some writing development would be expected
over an academic year in any event. Equally, the absence of visible development would not necessarily
mean that the license to copy produces no benefits; it could simply mean that benefits were too small
to be measured by this method. However, both additional steps could potentially add evidence speaking
directly to development, rather than examining it solely through the writers’ perspectives.

6. A note about research ethics

Any research project that involves human participants must be planned carefully to take their needs
into account. In many jurisdictions, guidelines, including research ethics approval, are in place. The
researcher’s responsibility includes compliance, but extends beyond it to fulfilling a duty of care to
participants.

Because plagiarism is a stigmatising act, and because the consequences can be severe, investigating
it can be considered sensitive-topic research, and both the stakes and the researcher’s responsibility are
particularly high, and in each of the projects described above – and in others investigating the topic –
risks are present.

There is no blueprint for determining the appropriateness of a project or the measures needed to
protect against risk. However, researchers can look to three guiding points. One is the extent of the
duty of care that the researcher has for participants. For example, research task 7 could potentially
uncover plagiarism in the work of currently-enrolled students, while research task 3 proposes an inves-
tigation of doctoral theses, which are usually available to anyone who wishes to examine them. It
would be reasonable to consider that the researcher’s responsibility extends further to students who
have been recruited for a study than it does to writers who have made a free choice, outside of the
parameters of the project, to publish their work.

The researcher can also consider measures to protect participants from negative consequences.
Source-dependent writing, if discovered in a text produced within a research project, is unlikely to
have consequences, but if identified in the work students have produced for academic credit, the
potential for harm is greater. Anonymity can be promised, but various factors, such as the size of
the group of participants, affect the likelihood of participant identity being inferred.

A third point for reflection is the balance between beneficence and maleficence; in other words,
does the potential benefit of the project outweigh the potential for harm? In the case of inappropriate
intertextuality, a small risk to an individual participant might be tolerable if the findings will bring
light to bear on a pedagogical problem that sees many students sanctioned at universities around
the world.
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The sorts of questions that these considerations give rise to have no single, easy answer. However,
with sensitivity, reflection, consultation (with supervisors, colleagues, etc.) and adequate reading in the
literature on research ethics (e.g., Farrimond, 2013), answers appropriate to the individual case can be
identified.

7. Conclusion

The tasks suggested in this article investigate several areas related to plagiarism and patchwriting
in EAP. The first proposes a methodological advance and the creation of a structure that can
benefit future studies of intertextuality, including a number of the other tasks proposed here.
Tasks 2 and 3 investigate the prevalence of plagiarism, while tasks 4 through 6 investigate its
causes, and the findings would have important pedagogical implications. Task 7 proposes an
exploration of the possible benefits of patchwriting, an idea that has been discussed conceptually,
and to which some serendipitous findings speak, but that has not (to the best of my knowledge)
been explored systematically.

Only task 7 gives perceptions a central role. This is because data about stakeholder perceptions
exists from a very large number of questionnaire and interview studies. To be of value, future work
on the topic will need to go beyond perceptions and include that element only if a genuine question
of significance and novelty is as yet unanswered.

These seven tasks have far from exhausted the possibilities for research on plagiarism and patch-
writing in academic settings. As the body of research on the topic grows, particularly welcome would
be studies investigating academic discourse in other languages, and pedagogical advantages, disadvan-
tages and caveats for the increasingly widely used text-matching software.
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