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1 Introduction

Plagiarism is a perennial source of concern for educational institutions,

educators, and students. The media and academia have long sounded an alarm

about the widespread of plagiarism, which is said to have escalated into

a plagiarism epidemic (Howard et al., 2010) or caused a plagiarism-related

moral panic (Clegg & Flint, 2006). Plagiarism has also evoked strong emotions

among various stakeholders. Instructors may feel upset, hurt, or insulted when

they find plagiarism in their students’ assignments (Kolich, 1983), and some

may feel torn as to whether to report it to the authorities (Howard, 1999;

Pecorari, 2013; Valentine, 2006). Specifically, they may ‘feel betrayed (by the

student’s deception), angered (by the student’s laziness), and disappointed (by

the student’s lack of learning)’ (Valentine, 2006, p. 96). Students may also

experience emotional turbulence if they are caught and accused of plagiarising

(Abasi & Akbari, 2008; East, 2006; Leask, 2006). Institutions, too, often express

indignance at students’ intentional plagiarism and take a punitive stance towards

it (Sun & Hu, 2024).

It has been suggested that advances in information technology have made it

increasingly easier to cut and paste others’ work and pass it off as one’s own,

a development that has often been cited as a cause of increasingly rampant

plagiarism (Husain et al., 2017; Selwyn, 2008; Walker, 2010). A case in point is

the leaps and bounds that generative AI has made in the past few years and the

potential use of large language models’ generated outputs to facilitate plagiar-

ism (Dehouche, 2021; Eke, 2023). However, with the emergence of plagiarism

detection or text-matching tools, technological development has also played

a role in detecting and curtailing the spread of plagiarism (Flowerdew & Li,

2007b; Park, 2003; Robillard & Howard, 2008). As highlighted in ongoing

discussion, the recent advances of generative AI (e.g., ChatGPT) have further

complicated the issue of plagiarism and given rise to a number of ethical

concerns, including ownership of the content generated by a large language

model, citation practices, issues of copyright, among others (Cotton et al., 2024;

Eke, 2023; Lund et al., 2023). In response to these concerns, various detectors of

AI-generated texts have been or are being developed, though their accuracy and

reliability still leave much to be desired currently (Weber-Wulff et al., 2023). As

such detectors need to be trained on the outputs of large language models that

they aim to detect, they seem to be destined to play the role of catching up with

the increasing sophistication and complexity of the generating models, leading

to a cat and mouse game (Fröhling & Zubiaga, 2021).

Aside from the technology-related challenges, there is another long-standing

controversy over the role of culture in shaping second language (L2) students’
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perceptions and practices of plagiarism (Deckert, 1993; Matalene, 1985;

Pennycook, 1994). One side of this controversy opines that plagiarism is

understood and interpreted differently in different cultures, and thus culturally

conditioned (Sowden, 2005). From this cultural-conditioning view, Asian stu-

dents in general and Chinese students in particular are inclined to plagiarise

because of their cultural values, literacy traditions, and textual practices (Hayes

& Introna, 2005a; Pennycook, 1996; Scollon, 1995). Taken to the extreme, this

view essentialises the role of culture, asserting that Chinese culture in particular

and Asian cultures in general condone and accept plagiarism (Flowerdew & Li,

2007b; Lei & Hu, 2015).

However, scholars (e.g., Liu, 2005; Phan, 2006) have questioned the validity

of the cultural-conditioning view, arguing that apart from cultural factors, there

are many other contributors to L2 students’ plagiarism, including inadequate

language proficiency, limited task-specific writing skills, unfamiliarity with the

L2 writing conventions, and the temptation to cheat. As Liu (2005) observes,

‘inadequate language proficiency and writing skills may be the main reason for

Asian ESOL [English for Speakers of Other Languages] students’ plagiarism

problem’ (p. 239). Phan (2006) challenges the tendency to see reputedly cultural

practices of ‘obedience to authority and lack of critical thinking’ as contributors

to Asian students’ propensity to plagiarise (p. 77). She points out that the

tendency runs the risk of stereotyping Asian cultures and students and consti-

tutes a misinterpretation of the role of culture in plagiarism. Based on her

comprehensive analysis of textual materials including texts from classical

Chinese, Li (2024) demonstrates that plagiarism was condemned in China

since antiquity. Additionally, Liu (2005) problematises the cultural-

conditioning view for its inability to offer pedagogical implications because it

often ends by ‘treating the problem as a language and writing development issue

rather than a cultural one’ (pp. 239–240).

Still another controversy concerns the question of what an effective solution

to the problem of student plagiarism is. The earliest proposals to curtail plagiar-

ism advocated a ‘Gotcha’ approach to catch and punish offenders without ruth

(Kolich, 1983; Price, 2002). Subsequently, it was proposed that the detection

and punishment approach should be replaced with one that would pivot on

ethics education and appeal to students’ sense of academic integrity and honour

to keep clear of plagiaristic behaviours (McCabe, 2001). More recently, there

have been calls for pedagogical interventions oriented to equipping students

with the knowledge, skills, and strategies needed to engage in legitimate

intertextuality (Hu, 2015b; Pecorari & Petrić, 2014). Up-to-date, however,
empirical research is lacking that systematically compares the effectiveness of

these approaches. As will be further discussed later, given the multiple and
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complex causes of plagiarism, it makes sense to expect the various approaches

to differ in their effectiveness in addressing plagiarism stemming from different

factors (Hu & Lei, 2015).

The complexity of plagiarism has prompted researchers to investigate it from

multiple perspectives, including cultural, moral, and developmental perspec-

tives (Flowerdew & Li, 2007b; Pecorari & Petrić, 2014). The cultural perspec-
tive asserts that plagiarism is a culturally conditioned practice, with some

cultures (e.g., Confucian heritage cultures) accepting of it (Sowden, 2005).

However, research (e.g., Chandrasegaran, 2000; Lei & Hu, 2015; Wheeler,

2009) has yielded evidence against this cultural essentialist view of plagiarism.

This research shows that different cultures may conceptualise plagiarism dif-

ferently, but having different conceptualisations of plagiarism is not equal to

condoning or accepting of plagiarism (Hu& Lei, 2012; Scollon, 1995;Wheeler,

2009). The moral perspective holds that plagiarism is a moral transgression and

should thus be punished categorically (Briggs, 2003; Valentine, 2006).

Different from the cultural and moral perspectives, the developmental perspec-

tive views plagiarism as a developmental issue in need of pedagogical interven-

tion (Howard, 1999; Pecorari, 2023). This perspective posits that students learn

by imitating others’ work and are predisposed to patchwrite (i.e., copy others’

work and replace some of its words with one’s own), which is a natural process

of learning and a transitional stage for novice writers (Campbell, 1990; Gu &

Brooks, 2008; Howard, 1993; Pecorari, 2003).

An examination of decades of research indicates that it is vital to adopt

a multidimensional approach to understanding and dealing with student pla-

giarism. In this regard, some researchers (e.g., Chandrasoma et al., 2004;

Pecorari, 2001; Sutherland-Smith, 2005; Valentine, 2006) have highlighted

the importance of addressing the moral connotations of plagiarism and differ-

entiating advertent and inadvertent intertextual transgression. To that end,

a wide array of terms has been proposed, including patchwriting (Howard,

1993; Pecorari, 2003), language reuse (Flowerdew & Li, 2007a), language/

textual borrowing (Barks & Watts, 2001; Shi, 2004), transgressive and

non-transgressive intertextuality (Borg, 2009; Chandrasoma et al., 2004),

among others. For example, in view of the derogatory connotations of plagiar-

ism, Chandrasoma et al. (2004) suggest ‘do[ing] away with the notion of

plagiarism in favour of an understanding of transgressive or nontransgressive

intertextuality’ (p. 171). Thus, while it is reasonable to punish students who

plagiarise intentionally or engage in transgressive intertextual practices

knowingly, a pedagogical or remedial approach should be taken to deal with

unintentional plagiarism (Du, 2022; Pecorari, 2013; Price, 2002; Tomaš, 2010).
In relation to this, there is also a call for reforming institutional policies to
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recognise the complexity of plagiarism and to avoid a purely detecting-and-

punishing approach to plagiarism (Hu& Sun, 2017; Pecorari, 2013). As a result,

some researchers (e.g., Hayes & Introna, 2005b; Li & Casanave, 2012;

McCulloch et al., 2022) have proposed to use plagiarism detection software

as a pedagogical tool, rather than a ‘breathalyser’, to help students learn about

legitimate source-use practices. Other researchers (e.g., Howard et al., 2010;

Hu, 2015b; Pecorari, 2013) have stressed the need to provide students with

academic writing instruction and assistance, which can guide students to use

sources appropriately and effectively.

To summarise, despite extensive research attention to student plagiarism

over the past three decades or so, we still lack a comprehensive knowledge

about various aspects of this complex phenomenon, for example, ‘the preva-

lence and causes of plagiarism’ or ‘effective pedagogical methods’ for

addressing it (Pecorari, 2023, p. 362). In light of the complex and multidi-

mensional nature of plagiarism, it is crucial to reconceptualise it by taking into

account various perspectives on it. Approaches to addressing it should also be

recalibrated to align with its reconceptualisation. To these ends, this Element

aims to (1) provide an up-to-date discussion on plagiarism that deals with both

conceptual and pedagogical issues, and (2) offer a point of departure for

various stakeholders to grasp the complexities of plagiarism and tackle the

issue from the perspectives of both policy and pedagogy. The unique feature of

the Elements series enables us to provide a comprehensive yet accessible

overview of the major issues surrounding plagiarism in second language

writing that differs from those provided by existing review articles and

books on plagiarism.

This section has underlined the importance of plagiarism as a real-world

issue, sketched out several controversies over it, and concluded with a call for

reconceptualising it and recalibrating approaches to tackling it. Section 2 scru-

tinises extant definitions and conceptualisations of plagiarism in the literature,

and highlights the complex and multifaceted nature of plagiarism in second

language writing. In Section 3, we explore students’ perceptions of and stances

on plagiarism, point out a problematic tendency in extant research to conflate L2

students’ knowledge of and stance on plagiarism, and underscore the need to

differentiate the two. To extend the discussion, four sets of factors that contrib-

ute to L2 students’ plagiarism are examined in Section 4. Following that,

Section 5 surveys three major approaches to dealing with plagiarism and

proposes pedagogical activities and strategies for helping L2 students steer

clear of plagiarism and improve their intertextual competence. Finally,

Section 6 concludes this Element with a reconceptualisation of plagiarism and

an outline of directions for further research.

4 Applied Linguistics
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2 Defining and Conceptualising Plagiarism

2.1 Definitions of Plagiarism

The literature has suggested that it is extremely challenging, if not impossible,

to define plagiarism (Buranen & Roy, 1999; Howard, 1999; Price, 2002). There

is no consensus on the definition of plagiarism in academia, to say the least

(Briggs, 2003; Gu & Brooks, 2008; Pennycook, 1996). Pecorari (2001) notes

that plagiarism is ‘anything but a cut-and-dried concept’ (p. 241). Furthermore,

as Scollon (1995) observes, public discourse on plagiarism has focused on two

main issues, namely the degree of similarity between a text and its source(s) and

the intentionality of the author. However, the literature has shown that there is

no clear boundary between legitimate and illegitimate textual borrowing

(Howard, 1995, 1999; Pecorari, 2003, 2006). Shi (2010), for example, points

out that what constitutes appropriate and inappropriate textual borrowing ‘is

negotiated, localized, and contingent’ (p. 22). There is also controversy over the

necessity of using intention as a criterion for defining and ascertaining plagiar-

ism because despite its importance, it is intrinsically difficult to diagnose or

establish it without the author’s own revelation (Pecorari, 2001; Sutherland-

Smith, 2005). As noted by Howard (1999), ‘plagiarism policies may even

specifically exclude the writer, stipulating that plagiarism is plagiarism even if

the writer is ignorant of its prohibitions’ (p. 108). Due to its indeterminate and

elusive nature, the author’s intention is often inferred from the features of the

text and is thus frequently used as a convenient label for texts rather than authors

(Howard, 1999; Roy, 1999). Such inferences, however, contribute to much

uncertainty about the concept of plagiarism (Yeo, 2007).

There are a multitude of challenges in defining plagiarism. One has to do with

the origin of the concept. The etymology of the word plagiarism can be traced

back to the ancient Latin word plagiarius, which literally means ‘kidnapper’

and is used to refer to the stealing of slaves and words (Howard, 1995). As such,

the Western notion of plagiarism has cultural and ideological baggage

and reflects particular cultural and ideological positionings (Currie, 1998;

Pennycook, 1996; Scollon, 1995). It is closely tied to the notions of authorship,

authenticity, intellectual property, and copyright, which may not be shared or

understood in the same way by other cultures (Pennycook, 1996; Scollon,

1995). The concept of plagiarism is thus premised on proprietorship, originality,

and autonomy. ‘If there is no originality, there is no basis for literary property.

If there is no originality and no literary property, there is no basis for the notion

of plagiarism’, as aptly put by Howard (1995, p. 791). Furthermore, the concept

of plagiarism is also underpinned by the assumption of autonomous, creative,

and rational individuals ‘as originators of their own discourses’ (Scollon,

5Plagiarism in Second Language Writing
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1995, p. 1). However, scholars (e.g., Lundsford, 1999; Pennycook, 1996; Scollon,

1995) have called into question the notion of individual ownership of texts.

Specifically, the notion is at odds with the dialogic or derivative nature of language,

which dictates that our language is always ‘filled with others’ words’ and hetero-

glossic as a result of our efforts to assimilate others’ discourse and make it our own

(Bakhtin, 1986, p. 89; see also Howard, 1999; Pennycook, 1996; Scollon, 1995).

Another challenge in defining plagiarism relates to, as noted by Pecorari

(2001) and Sutherland-Smith (2005), the difficulty in pinning down the inten-

tion of the perpetrator. Despite the widely held belief that there is no such thing

as unintentional plagiarism, research has suggested that some transgressive

intertextual practices are not engaged in intentionally to cheat (Howard, 1999;

Pecorari, 2008; Shi, 2010). Studies examining students’writing and source texts

closely have pointed to the existence of unintentional plagiarism (Flowerdew &

Li, 2007a; Pecorari, 2003, 2006). Pecorari (2003), for example, compared the

excerpts of seventeen graduate students’ theses with the original sources and

found that sixteen theses had one or more passages that copied fifty or more of

the words from the sources without attribution. However, the students did not

seem to have any intention to deceive as evidenced in both the texts and the

interviews with them. Similarly, interview-based studies of students’ views on

plagiarism have also identified indications of unintentional plagiarism (Angélil-

Carter, 2000; Chandrasoma et al., 2004; Currie, 1998; Starfield, 2002). For this

reason, as pointed out in the earlier section, various alternative terms have been

proposed to replace plagiarism. For instance, Howard (1999) has put forward

the notion of patchwriting, which is defined as ‘copying from a source text and

then deleting some words, altering grammatical structures, or plugging in one

synonym for another’ (p. xvii). As Howard further notes, patchwriting with

acknowledgement would still be considered plagiarism according to traditional

definitions of plagiarism.

It is thus imperative to draw a fine line between plagiarism and cheating on

exams or purchasing term papers as well as between intentional and uninten-

tional plagiarism. In particular, to differentiate intentional and unintentional

plagiarism, Pecorari (2008) proposes a two-level typology of textual plagiar-

ism, which involves ‘the use of words and/or ideas from another source, without

appropriate attribution’ (p. 4). Her typology divides textual plagiarism into two

subtypes: prototypical plagiarism (characterised by an intention to deceive) and

patchwriting (where no such intention is present). Focusing predominantly on

textual features (i.e., the similarity or lack of similarity between texts), this two-

level classification of textual plagiarism ‘allows for discussions of source-use

and textual analysis without reference to the writer’s intention to deceive or the

6 Applied Linguistics
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need to establish it, while at the same time opening up the possibility of taking

intent into consideration if it can be established’ (Pecorari & Petrić, 2014,
p. 276).

A third and related challenge in defining plagiarism concerns the multifarious

forms that it can take. Research (e.g., Chandrasegaran, 2000; Hu & Lei, 2012;

Wheeler, 2009) has shown that plagiarism can come in various forms, ranging

from blatant word-for-word copying without acknowledgement to inadequate

paraphrasing with full acknowledgement. Abasi and Akbari (2008), for

example, distinguish localised and global patchwriting, with the former defined

as ‘close appropriation at the micro level of lexis and syntax’ (p. 270) and the

latter as ‘ineffective appropriation at the level of ideas’ (p. 271). It is thus vital to

adopt a fine-grained approach to defining plagiarism. Such an approach needs to

first acknowledge that not all cases of textual borrowing are intended to deceive

and then stipulate that a nuanced differentiation of different types of plagiarism

be adopted.

Despite the difficulties in defining it and the lack of an agreed-upon under-

standing of it, plagiarism can be defined ‘in a robust and defensible way’

(Pecorari, 2023, p. 363). Drawing on a survey of policies on plagiarism gathered

from universities in the US, the UK, and Australia, Pecorari (2001) identifies six

common elements in the definitions of plagiarism found in these policies,

including ‘(1) material that has been (2) taken from (3) some source by (4)

someone, (5) without acknowledgment and (6) with/without intention to

deceive’ (p. 235). In light of these and other empirically verified elements,

Pecorari (2013) proposes four criteria for defining plagiarism, namely similarity

between two texts, the later text being based on the earlier one, the intertextual

relationship being inappropriate, and intention to deceive. Complementary to

Pecorari’s approach to defining plagiarism by focusing on common elements

and criteria for such definitions is an alternative line of research that tries to

uncover the larger discourses – ‘ways of thinking, believing, valuing, and using

various symbols, tools, and objects’ (Gee, 2011, p. 201) –within which particu-

lar definitions are embedded to capture broader conceptions of plagiarism.

Three distinct discourses on plagiarism are discernible and are labelled, respect-

ively, as the moral, regulatory, and developmental discourses (Adam et al.,

2017; Hu & Sun, 2017; Kaposi & Dell, 2012; Pan & Lei, 2024). It is to these

discourses that we turn next.

2.2 The Moral Discourse

There is a received view among both academia and the public that plagiarism is

a moral transgression and an intentional act that warrants sanctions (Cumming
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et al., 2016; Flowerdew & Li, 2007b; Pecorari & Petrić, 2014). As noted in

Section 1, part of the literature portrays plagiarism as a ‘moral panic’ (Clegg &

Flint, 2006) or an ‘epidemic’ (Howard et al., 2010). In a systematic review of

fifty-five research articles on plagiarism in higher education from 1982 to 2022,

McKenna (2022, p. 1) found that most of the articles adopted ‘a police-catch-

punish approach’ to plagiarism and were laden with ‘a moral charge’. Thus, this

discourse tends to use a highly charged language to caricature the prevalence of

plagiarism and ascribe the perceived increase in the incidence of plagiarism

among students to their deteriorating moral standards (Kaposi & Dell, 2012;

Pecorari & Petrić, 2014). Specifically, the moral discourse typically makes an

exorbitant use of moral and/or legal language to characterise plagiarism as an

intentional, dishonest, immoral, and reprehensible act (Adam et al., 2017;

Merkel, 2021). The moral parlance relates plagiarism to immorality, miscon-

duct, dishonesty and deceit, whereas the legal vocabulary associates it with

copyright, breach, defraud, and theft (Ashworth et al., 1997; McCabe, 2005a;

Park, 2003; Yeo, 2007). As Kaposi and Dell (2012) point out, ‘the bedrock of

this discourse is the unquestionable intention of the agent’ (p. 816). Thus, the

moral discourse views all forms of plagiarism categorically as immoral and

dishonest (Hu & Sun, 2017).

On the one hand, plagiarism is portrayed as ‘a moral maze, because it raises

important ethical and moral questions about good/bad or right/wrong behaviour

and about acceptable/unacceptable practices’ (Park, 2003, p. 475). The logic

underlying the moral discourse on plagiarism is that ‘one plagiarizes to get out

of doing work and, therefore, should be punished’ (Valentine, 2006, p. 96).

Thus, plagiarism constitutes ‘evils’, ‘misdoing’, and ‘a punishable wrong’,

invokes ‘general loathing’, ‘fear’, ‘hate’, and mistrust in teachers, and violates

‘a tenet of a moral code’; plagiarising students are ‘incorrigible by nature’,

‘psychopaths’, ‘cheaters’, ‘rascals’, and ‘villains’ that teachers should ‘hunt

down’ and ‘righteously punish’ (Kolich, 1983). Consequently, the moral dis-

course advocates monitoring the extent of student plagiarism, detecting its

occurrence, catching its perpetrators, and adopting measures to effectively

mitigate and deter it. In the words of Kolich (1983), ‘like an avenging god

I have tracked plagiarists with eagerness and intensity, faced them with dry

indignation when I could prove their deception, and failed them with contempt’

(p. 142). This detecting-and-punishing approach, however, may not be enough

to deter student plagiarism (Duggan, 2006; East, 2009; Pecorari, 2013).

On the other hand, plagiarism is also seen as ‘a legal minefield’, because

cases involving plagiarism may end up in courts (Park, 2003, p. 475). The legal

perspective on plagiarism is tied to intellectual property and copyright laws

(Park, 2003; Pennycook, 1996). From this perspective, plagiarism is considered
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to be theft or stealing of others’ ideas or words. To quote Kolich (1983) again,

‘the worm plagiarism spoils the fruit of intellectual inquiry and reason, and

starves the seeds of originality that foster such inquiry’ (p. 145). To nail

plagiarism and punish the offender, the teacher or the institution concerned

needs to come up with clear proof of plagiarism. However, as noted in

Section 2.1, it is often difficult to establish the intent of the ‘perpetrator’

(Pecorari, 2001; Sutherland-Smith, 2005). As Kolich reminds us, ‘the cut-and-

paste paper or the paraphrased essay offers nothing conclusive about unworthy

intentions and a corrupt heart’ (Kolich, 1983, p. 147). On top of that, as

evidenced in the literature, textual plagiarism may not necessarily involve the

intent to deceive or to steal (Howard, 1999; Pecorari, 2003; Pennycook, 1996;

Scollon, 1995). Thus, this perspective on plagiarism might be problematic as

well.

The moral discourse on plagiarism has originated from the social mores,

societal values, and dominant conceptions of morality that prevailed at the time

of its inception. It is nourished by common perceptions of how plagiarism

relates to and affects a teacher’s and, by extension, an institution’s work.

Often, plagiarism is seen as challenging the reputation of a teacher/institution

as an effective provider of quality education. As Kolich (1983) confides, ‘I have

always responded to plagiarism as a personal insult against me andmy teaching’

(p. 143). When operationalised in practice, the moral discourse requires the

provision of objective textual evidence of plagiarism before appropriate pun-

ishments of offences are meted out (Sun & Hu, 2024). Such evidence is

expected to come from teachers’ eagle eyes in the old days and, more recently,

various text-matching software (Hu, 2015b). This is why Turnitin and other

similar detection programs were initially used as policing devices when they

first came on the scene.

However, the moral discourse, when implemented, can victimise students

who are not intent to deceive but lack the knowledge and skills to engage in

institutionally or disciplinarily sanctioned intertextual practices (Yang et al.,

2023). Thus, instead of treating it as misconduct or dishonesty, some scholars

have been increasingly inclined to see plagiarism as poor practice or

a developmental issue (Howard, 1999; Hu & Lei, 2015; Valentine, 2006).

Ashworth et al. (1997, p. 200), for example, perceive plagiarism to be

a breach of ‘academic etiquette and polite behaviour’. Howard (1999) views

patchwriting as an ineffective use of sources and a necessary developmental

strategy. Additionally, it has been shown that definitions of plagiarism and

institutional policies on plagiarism tend to focus on textual practices and

disregard the authors and their intentions (Howard, 2000; Pecorari, 2001). As

noted in Section 2.1 and earlier in this section, even when the author’s intention
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is taken into account, it is often inferred from textual features rather than

revealed by the author (Howard, 1999, 2000). As such, it is unfair and illogical

to construe student plagiarists as being ‘either unethical or ignorant of citation

conventions’, because ‘attribution of ethics (or a lack thereof) personalises

plagiarism, attaching it not to texts but to individuals’ (Howard, 2000,

p. 486). To debunk the confusion, Howard (2000) calls for ‘more specific,

less culturally burdened terms: fraud, insufficient citation, and excessive repe-

tition’ (p. 475) and goes so far as to argue for the removal of patchwriting from

the juridical category of plagiarism. This and similar quests for morally neutral

terms, as pointed out by Pecorari and Petrić (2014), ‘shift the emphasis from

crime and moral transgression to textual relations’ (p. 279). As a result, the

moral discourse is increasingly on the way out (Kaposi & Dell, 2012).

2.3 The Regulatory Discourse

The regulatory discourse, or what Kaposi and Dell (2012, p. 820) refer to as ‘the

discourse of proceduralism’, characterises student plagiarism as a breach of

academic rules or conventions rather than a transgression of moral principles

(Adam et al., 2017; Kaposi & Dell, 2012). Drawing on a vocabulary of

academic conventions, administrative guidelines and institutional rules, this

discourse tends to depict plagiarism ‘as inappropriate and unacceptable behav-

iour’ rather than a crime (Park, 2004, p. 294) or a transgression of academic

conventions rather than morality (East, 2010). Thus, according to the regulatory

discourse, plagiarism can be either intentional or unintentional (Adam et al.,

2017). The regulatory discourse includes plagiarism in institutional rules and

regulations and stresses the importance of clear definitions and transparent

guidelines regarding it (Kaposi & Dell, 2012; Park, 2004). Unlike the moral

discourse that assumes students’ natural awareness of legitimate source use, the

regulatory discourse highlights the importance of clearly communicating rules

and regulations on legitimate and illegitimate source use to students (Brown &

Howell, 2001; Hu & Sun, 2017). In essence, the regulatory discourse under-

scores the importance of providing ethics education and promoting a culture of

academic integrity to address plagiarism (Hu, 2015b; McCabe, 2001).

The regulatory discourse underlines institutional roles in defining illegitimate

writing practices and disseminating transparent guidelines on espoused conven-

tions. Thus, the literature has pointed to the need to develop institutional

policies on plagiarism and other academic misconduct (Adam et al., 2017;

East, 2010). An institutional policy typically highlights its endorsement of

academic integrity and defines various forms of academic misconduct, includ-

ing plagiarism (Sun & Hu, 2024). It may also specify faculty and student
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responsibilities to adhere to the policy (East, 2009). Furthermore, the regulatory

discourse underscores the necessity of monitoring and regulating strict adher-

ence to the valorised academic tradition/practices through institutional policies

and ethics education of students. Institutional rules and regulations on plagiar-

ism may include guidelines about source-use practices (including paraphrasing,

summarising, quoting, in-text citation, and referencing) and examples of legit-

imate and illegitimate source use, which are expected to guide students to avoid

plagiarism (Adam et al., 2017). They may also ‘set the parameters for reporting,

investigating and penalising infringements’ (Gullifer & Tyson, 2014, p. 1203).

This discourse usually places the onus of responsibility not only on institutions

but also on students to self-regulate their behaviours and abide by the rules and

regulations governing plagiarism (Hu, 2015a, 2015b). McCabe (2005b), for

example, stresses the need to ‘develop students who accept responsibility for

the ethical consequences of their ideas and actions’ (p. 29).

However, research on actual institutional policies has revealed a lack of clear

conceptualisations of plagiarism (Adam et al., 2017; Eaton, 2017; Hu & Sun,

2017; Merkel, 2021). For example, Sutherland-Smith (2008) examined univer-

sity policies on plagiarism in Australia, Canada, China, England, New Zealand,

and the USA, and found that definitions of plagiarism involve different levels

and types of plagiaristic practices. Similarly, Sun and Hu’s (2024) analysis of

the institutional policies on plagiarism issued by eight universities in Chinese

Mainland and eight universities in Hong Kong reveals considerable inter-

institutional disagreement and inconsistency in the communication of informa-

tion on plagiarism, the mechanisms for detecting plagiarism, the academic

guidance and support provided for avoiding plagiarism, and the specific

approaches taken to address the problem. Moreover, the advent and use of

ChatGPT and other large language models that can generate academic texts

have drawn wide discussion (Nature, 2023; Stokel-Walker, 2023) and posed

challenges for the formulation of institutional policies underpinned by the

regulatory discourse. For example, whereas some universities allow students

to submit texts generated by large language models provided they acknowledge

the use of these AI tools and/or explain how the tools are used, others explicitly

prohibit the use of such tools in assignments (Lund et al., 2023). The rapid

development of and wide access to generative AI make it ever more challenging

for institutions to come up with effective rules and guidelines on plagiarism.

Furthermore, the effectiveness of institutional guidelines in eliminating or

reducing plagiarism has been called into question. For one thing, most of these

guidelines are too general to be readily applicable for students (Devlin, 2006;

Eaton, 2017). Thus, students tend to grapple with what constitutes various

forms of plagiarism, especially more subtle ones, and how to avoid them
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(Bretag et al., 2014; Gullifer & Tyson, 2010). For another thing, even when

provided with the guidelines, students may not read them (Gullifer & Tyson,

2014; Power, 2009). In a critical analysis of one American university’s multiple

plagiarism policies, Merkel (2021) found that the policies were dominated by

discourses of authority and ethics and that it was confusing and problematic for

students to relate the policies to their individual disciplines. In this regard,

students have reported being unsure about the rules of source use (Brimble &

Stevenson-Clarke, 2005; Devlin & Gray, 2007; Hu & Lei, 2015) and unable to

identify plagiarised texts in writing samples (Chandrasegaran, 2000; Deckert,

1993; Hu & Lei, 2012; Wheeler, 2009). Hence, it is recommended that ‘deter-

rence and proactive strategies both should play an important role in any

academic integrity policy’ (McCabe, 2005b, p. 31). Such proactive strategies

should be pedagogical in nature and informed by a developmental perspective

on students’ acquisition of intertextual skills.

2.4 The Developmental Discourse

There is a growing recognition of textual borrowing as a learning or develop-

mental issue rather than a moral or self-regulatory issue (Flowerdew & Li,

2007b; Howard, 1999; Pecorari, 2023; Pecorari & Petrić, 2014). Howard

(1999), for example, identifies such an intertextual practice as ‘something that

all academic writers do’ (p. xviii). This recognition of textual appropriation,

including transgressive intertextual practices, as integral to students’ academic

writing development has given rise to a developmental discourse on plagiarism.

As Hu and Sun (2017, pp. 58–59) summarise, the developmental discourse

recognizes plagiarism as a concept that is not readily susceptible to an
unambiguous universal definition, academic writing as a social practice that
involves negotiations of authorial intentions and identities, and students as
developing academic writers who need educative support in their immersion
in and acquisition of academic literacy.

It is difficult to chalk up a universal definition of student plagiarism partly

because the literature has identified a multitude of reasons for L2 students’

inappropriate source use, including unfamiliarity with the Western notion of

plagiarism (Pennycook, 1996; Scollon, 1995; Shi, 2006), limited L2 language

proficiency (Hayes & Introna, 2005a; Keck, 2006; Plakans & Gebril, 2012),

restricted experiences with or skills in source-based writing (Abasi & Akbari,

2008; Angélil-Carter, 2000; Rinnert & Kobayashi, 2005), lack of training in

plagiarism (Sun & Hu, 2020; Yang et al., 2023), among others. Scollon (1995)

rightly points out that ‘the concept of plagiarism is fully embedded within

a social, political, and cultural matrix that cannot be meaningfully separated
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from its interpretation’ (p. 23). Similarly, Chandrasoma et al. (2004) observe

that transgressive intertextuality is concerned not only with textual practices

but also with ‘intentionality, development, identity, resistance, student epistem-

ologies, common knowledge, mediated discourse, interdisciplinarity, variabil-

ity, and task type’ (p. 188). This growing recognition of the complexity of

plagiarism has paved the way for a developmental view of transgressive

intertextuality.

The developmental discourse sees intertextuality, including patchwriting, as

a social practice that involves negotiations of authorial intentions and identities.

It has been shown that patchwriting is a transitional stage and a developmental

strategy for all learners (Campbell, 1990; Howard, 1999; Pecorari, 2003; Roig,

2001). Angélil-Carter (2000), for example, posits that plagiarism in student

writing is more of an issue of academic literacy than ‘intentional “dishonesty”,

“theft” or “immorality”’ (p. 61). In line with the developmental discourse on

plagiarism, Howard (1999) argues that ‘patchwriting has a legitimate and

valuable place in literacy instruction’ (p. xxii). She goes on to call for taking

into account authorial intentions ‘in determining what is and is not plagiarism’

(Howard, 1999, p. xxii). Accordingly, ‘patchwriting qualif[ies] as plagiarism

and thus as transgression only if the author’s intention is fraudulent—only if the

author, the student, appears to have been trying to deceive his or her readers’

(Howard, 1999, p. xxii). Without evidence of intentional deception, patchwrit-

ing should be regarded as learning rather than cheating by default. As Pecorari

and Petrić (2014) note, although this view has been taken up by an increasing

number of L2 writing researchers, it has not gained much traction with L2

writing instructors or researchers in other disciplines.

Apart from authorial intentions, patchwriting also involves negotiation of

authorial identities. Extant research (e.g., Hirvela & Du, 2013; Shi, 2010) has

revealed that student writers may regurgitate words from sources in order to

establish an authorial voice. In a study of students’ self-reflections on their

textual appropriation practices, Shi (2010) identified a tension between ‘a

reliance on source texts for support and an attempt to establish their own

voice by choosing not to cite’ (p. 21). Students under pressure to project an

authorial voice beyond their reach may see textual borrowing as a resource

(Pecorari & Petrić, 2014). In addition, L2 students may choose to appropriate

source texts to mask their novice and/or L2 identities (Abasi et al., 2006; Shi,

2006; Starfield, 2002). Abasi et al. (2006), for example, found that less experi-

enced L2 academic writers had a weaker sense of authorial identities and were

more likely to copy from sources compared with more experienced L2 aca-

demic writers. There is thus a need to ‘recogniz[e] plagiarism as part of literacy

practices governing identity construction’ (Ouellette, 2008, p. 255) and ‘foster
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a sense of meaning, empowerment, and clarity in students’ for source-using

practices (Moss et al., 2018, p. 274).

Finally, the developmental discourse views students as developing aca-

demic writers who may go through plagiarism as a developmental stage. As

an integral part of academic writing, textual borrowing or patchwriting is

closely intertwined with students’ developing academic writing skills

(Howard, 1995; Luzón, 2015). Reviews of extant research on plagiarism

and second language writing have pointed to textual borrowing as an integral

part of language learning and writing development (Flowerdew & Li, 2007b;

Pecorari & Petrić, 2014). In a longitudinal study of ten Chinese students

transitioning to the UK higher educational system, Gu and Brooks (2008)

observed that ‘rather than being an act of cheating, patchwriting is a learning

strategy that students use to engage with the linguistic and discursive forms of

their disciplines’ (p. 347). In another study of the knowledge of plagiarism and

the ability to recognise plagiarism among university students in Rwanda,

Clarke et al. (2023) showed that master’s students had greater knowledge

about plagiarism and better ability to recognise it than students at the diploma

or bachelor levels. They attributed the master’s students’ better understanding

and detection of plagiarism to their more exposure to writing and reading in

disciplinary literacy practices. Thus, patchwriting can be characterised as ‘a

form of textual plagiarism which is caused not by the intention to deceive but

by the need for further growth as a writer’ (Pecorari, 2003, p. 338). In a similar

vein, Petrić (2012) found that more advanced L2 students made an excessive

use of quotations in their academic writing to mark their intertextual appro-

priations and show their awareness of legitimate and unacceptable intertextual

practices.

In summary, the moral discourse views plagiarism as intentional, dishonest,

immoral, and reprehensible, and consequently advocates for the monitoring and

detection of student plagiarism, the ensnaring of offending individuals, and the

implementation of disciplinary measures to reduce and prevent it. The regula-

tory discourse characterises student plagiarism as a violation of academic rules

rather than a transgression of moral principles, emphasises the institutional role

in defining illegitimate writing practices and disseminating transparent rules on

established norms, and underscores the need to regulate rigorous adherence to

the academic conventions through institutional policies and ethics education.

The developmental discourse recognises plagiarism as defying a universal

definition, academic writing as a social practice that involves negotiations

of authorial intentions and identities, and students as developing academic

writers who may go through plagiarism as a developmental stage. These

discourses highlight the complexity of plagiarism as a concept and practice.
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The complexity of plagiarism is also manifested to varying degrees in L2

students’ perceptions of and stances on plagiarism, which are discussed in the

next section.

3 L2 Students’ Perceptions and Stances

A large body of research has examined L2 students’ perceptions of and stances

on plagiarism. This line of research has investigated a wide range of issues,

including their perceptions of what constitutes plagiarism, their perceived

causes of plagiarism, and their attitudes towards plagiarism, among others

(see Cumming et al., 2016; Flowerdew & Li, 2007b; Liu et al., 2016; Pecorari

& Petrić, 2014). With regard to L2 students’ knowledge of plagiarism, there is

considerable empirical evidence that L2 students tend to lack a sophisticated

understanding of what constitutes plagiarism, especially more subtle forms of

plagiarism (Hu & Lei, 2012; Wheeler, 2009). Some students may have no idea

of what plagiarism is at all, whereas others may have a declarative knowledge of

what plagiarism is but are unable to detect subtle plagiaristic practices (e.g.,

unacknowledged paraphrasing, patchwriting). As for stances on plagiarism, L2

students are perceived to hold lax attitudes towards plagiarism and be prone to

committing plagiarism (Sapp, 2002; Sowden, 2005). This section unpacks L2

students’ perceptions of and stances on plagiarism and disentangles the often-

neglected connections between their perceptions and stances. It also critically

assesses how and why L2 students’ stances on plagiarism may be conflated with

their knowledge of plagiarism in the extant literature and argues that L2

students’ perceived lenient attitudes towards plagiarism might stem from their

different conceptions of plagiarism.

3.1 L2 Students’ Perceptions of Plagiarism

The literature has long acknowledged the importance of understanding stu-

dents’ perceptions of plagiarism and the need for teachers to be cognizant of

students’ perceptions (Howard, 1995; Rinnert &Kobayashi, 2005). As noted by

Howard (1995), two of the most frequently mentioned causes of student pla-

giarism are ‘an absence of ethics or an ignorance of citation conventions’

(p. 788). In a survey of Iranian EFL (English as a Foreign Language) master’s

students’ perceptions of different forms of plagiarism, Zafarghandi et al. (2012)

found that lax attitudes towards and limited knowledge of plagiaristic behav-

iours were nominated as major contributors to student plagiarism. Similarly, Hu

and Lei (2015) elicited perceptions of the likely causes of plagiarism from 270

undergraduate students at two Chinese universities and found that slack atti-

tudes and inadequate academic ability were perceived to be the most likely
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inducements for student plagiarism. Shen and Hu (2021) administered the same

survey instrument adopted in Hu and Lei (2015) to 183 master’s students from

three broad disciplinary groups at a major university in China, again finding that

slack attitudes and inadequate academic ability were rated as the top two likely

causes of plagiarism. Another cause rated highly likely by the participants was

academic pressure (e.g., trepidation for failing a course and pressure to obtain

good grades).

L2 students, especially those in or from Asia, have been reported to view

what is and is not plagiarism (i.e., perceptions or knowledge of plagiarism)

differently from Anglo-American academia due to the absence of the concept

of plagiarism in their cultures and/or their limited exposure to the Anglo-

American understanding of plagiarism. In particular, they have been found to

have little awareness of the Western conception of plagiarism or understand it

differently from theWestern academic world (Amiri & Razmjoo, 2016; Rinnert

& Kobayashi, 2005). In a survey of 211 first- and third-year students at a

Hong Kong university, Deckert (1993) found that the participants ‘had little

familiarity with the Western notion of plagiarism and poor ability to recognize

it’ (p. 131). Similarly, in a study of Japanese university students’ understandings

of plagiarism, Rinnert and Kobayashi (2005) found that the participating stu-

dents were less aware of citation conventions compared with their American

counterparts. The study also found that students from the humanities and social

sciences (HSS) were more aware of plagiarism than their peers from the

sciences. The HSS students’ greater awareness of plagiarism was attributed to

their more experience with source-based writing and their teachers’ greater

concern about their source use. Also in the Asian educational context, Amiri and

Razmjoo (2016) conducted semi-structured interviews with twelve Iranian EFL

undergraduate students to investigate their perceptions of plagiarism, which

revealed that the students had only a shallow understanding of plagiarism and

tended to have difficulty in differentiating different forms of plagiarism.

Likewise, studies examining L2 students’ abilities to detect inappropriate

source use in textual examples have revealed their limited competence in

identifying plagiaristic practices, including blatant ones (Chandrasegaran,

2000; Chien, 2017; Deckert, 1993; Hu & Lei, 2012; Wheeler, 2009). In a

study of Chinese university students’ abilities to recognise two types of plagiar-

ism (i.e., unacknowledged copying and unattributed paraphrasing) in English

writing samples, Hu and Lei (2012) found that only slightly over one-third

of the students identified unacknowledged verbatim copying as plagiarism,

whereas less than 12 per cent of the students recognised unacknowledged

paraphrasing as plagiarism. Drawing on a source-based writing task and inter-

views with sixty Taiwanese college students, Chien (2017) found that although
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the students seemed to be aware of the Western concept of plagiarism, their

abilities to identify plagiarism were limited and that their source-use behaviours

were not consistent with their understanding of plagiarism. Similarly, Clarke

et al. (2023) found that although over three-fourths of the 330 Rwandan students

in their study had a high level of knowledge of plagiarism, less than 12 per cent

of them demonstrated a correspondingly high ability to recognise plagiaristic

texts. Such findings point to the large discrepancies between ‘knowing the

principles of plagiarism and applying them’ (Clarke et al., 2023, p. 258) and

the need to distinguish declarative knowledge and procedural competence

regarding plagiarism.

Furthermore, research comparing L1 and L2 students’ perceptions of plagiar-

ism has revealed substantial differences in their interpretations (Hayes &

Introna, 2005a; Kayaoğlu et al., 2016; Marshall & Garry, 2006; Maxwell

et al., 2008; Rinnert & Kobayashi, 2005; Shi, 2004, 2006). Marshall and

Garry (2006) asked L1 and L2 students in New Zealand to judge whether

provided scenarios involved plagiarism and, if so, how serious they found the

identified instances of plagiarism to be. The study demonstrated that although

both L1 and L2 students had problems understanding the concept of plagiarism

and identifying plagiarism in the scenarios, L2 students fared worse than L1

students did. In another study of Turkish, Georgian, and German students’

perceptions of plagiarism, Kayaoğlu et al. (2016) found that the German

students were more capable of identifying plagiarism in sample texts than

their Turkish and Georgian peers were, though large proportions of students

in all three groups often failed to recognise some instances of plagiarism. The

German students’ greater sensitivity to plagiarism was attributed to the impact

that the media coverage of several high-profile plagiarism scandals appeared to

have on their perceptions. In an interview-based study of the perceptions of

plagiarism among students from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds,

Shi (2006) found that while students fromChina, Japan, and Korea tended to see

plagiarism as both language and cultural problems, their peers from Germany

were inclined to see it as a language problem. Overall, this research shows that

L1 students tend to be more aware of plagiarism and its various manifestations

and be more able to identify plagiaristic practices compared with L2 students.

3.2 L2 Students’ Stances on Plagiarism

As regards L2 students’ attitudes towards plagiarism, research has yielded

mixed findings. Some studies (e.g., Ehrich et al., 2016; Yeo, 2007) have

found L2 students to be lenient towards and even accepting of plagiarism,

whereas others (e.g., Hu & Lei, 2012; Wheeler, 2009) have raised questions
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about the possibility of confounding knowledge of and stances on plagiarism in

previous research. In general, earlier studies were more likely to report L2

students holding lax attitudes towards plagiarism and being prone to commit-

ting plagiarism. In a study of Japanese university students’ understandings of

plagiarism, for example, Rinnert and Kobayashi (2005) found that Japanese

university students tended to hold an ambivalent attitude towards unacknow-

ledged borrowing of others’ ideas or words. Similarly, in an investigation of

first-year undergraduate science and engineering students’ understandings of

plagiarism at a large, multi-campus Australian university, Yeo (2007) found L2

students to favour more lenient penalties for plagiarism than their L1 counter-

parts did. Likewise, in a comparative study of Australian and Chinese under-

graduate students’ stances on plagiarism, Ehrich et al. (2016) revealed that the

Australian students found using others’ work less acceptable and held more

negative attitudes towards plagiarism than the Chinese students did. The

reported lax attitudes of L2 students were often ascribed to their moral defi-

ciency and/or the absence of the concept of plagiarism in their culture (Sowden,

2005). Rinnert and Kobayashi (2005), for example, linked their Japanese

students’ ambivalent attitudes to education and literacy practices (e.g., limited

prior experience with source-based writing, lack of instruction on source use in

L1), as well as an inadequate understanding of the concept of plagiarism and the

absence of strict policies on plagiarism in student writing.

More recent studies tended to paint a more complex picture with respect to

L2 students’ stances on plagiarism. Some of these studies (e.g., Hu & Lei,

2012; Wheeler, 2009) tried to address a limitation of previous work, that is,

a failure to tease apart L2 students’ knowledge of and attitudes towards

plagiarism. Thus, it was not clear whether L2 students’ greater tolerance of

different forms of plagiarism was due to their ignorance of such plagiaristic

practices, their different understandings of what is and is not plagiarism, or

other non-knowledge factors. Yang et al. (2023) argue that ‘students’ percep-

tions of plagiarism (e.g., its causes and acceptability) and attitudes toward it

reflect their understanding of what constitutes legitimate intertextual prac-

tices, including appropriate paraphrasing’ (p. 659). In other words, L2 stu-

dents may define what is and is not plagiarism differently from the Western

concept of plagiarism. As such, it is not surprising that L2 students are found

to be lenient towards what they do not consider to be plagiarism. This view is

supported by the findings of several studies.

Hu and Lei (2012), for example, investigated Chinese university students’

abilities to recognise two forms of plagiarism (unacknowledged copying and

paraphrasing) in English writing samples, their stances on the identified pla-

giarism, as well as factors influencing their abilities to detect the two forms of
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plagiarism. The study showed that the great majority of the students had

difficulty in recognising the two forms of plagiarism, particularly unacknow-

ledged paraphrasing. However, students held clearly punitive attitudes towards

what they did identify as plagiarism. The study also found students’ disciplinary

background, self-reported competence in referencing, and knowledge of subtle

plagiarism to be significant predictors of their abilities to detect both forms of

plagiarism. In light of these findings, previously reported lax attitudes held by

L2 students towards some plagiaristic practices may have emanated from their

different perceptions/definitions of plagiarism. These findings point to the

necessity and importance of differentiating students’ knowledge of and attitudes

towards plagiarism. In another study involving 212 English-major students

from nine Chinese universities, Yang et al. (2023) also found that as a group,

the participants gave low ratings (mostly below 2 on a 5-point Likert scale) of

the acceptability of plagiarism caused by inadequate academic ability, slack

attitudes, academic pressures, and perceived low risk of plagiarising. In add-

ition, they held strong condemnatory attitudes towards plagiarism in general, as

reflected in the mean rating of 4.44 on a 5-point Likert scale. Notably, the

students were asked to complete a paraphrasing task, and their paraphrases were

scored for verbatim copying from the source text. Yang et al. found that students

with previous training in plagiarism, having knowledge of blatant plagiarism,

and holding a punitive attitude towards plagiarism had significantly lower

verbatim copying scores and paraphrased the source text more appropriately

than their counterparts without such training, knowledge, or attitudes.

To shed light on the underlying causes of L2 students’ attitudes, a number of

studies have examined the relationship between L2 students’ demographic

variables and their knowledge of and stances on plagiarism (Hu & Lei, 2015;

Quah et al., 2012; Yang et al., 2023). Hu and Lei (2015), for example, investi-

gated the relationship between Chinese undergraduate students’ demographic

variables (gender, year of study, disciplinary background) and their knowledge

of blatant and subtle plagiarism. Chen and Chou (2017) examined the relation-

ship between students’/faculty’s demographic variables (gender, academic

level, disciplinary background) and their understandings of and stances on

plagiarism. Both studies identified significant effects of academic level and

disciplinary background on students’ understandings of and attitudes towards

plagiarism. However, whereas Hu and Lei (2015) found a non-significant effect

of gender, Chen and Chou (2017) found that male and female participants

differed markedly. In addition, Ehrich et al. (2016) examined the relationship

between pressure and attitudes towards plagiarism and found that pressure felt

by students was significantly associated with the severity of their attitudes

towards plagiarism. In the aforementioned study by Yang et al., participating
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students’ institutional contexts (i.e., top-tier universities versus ordinary ones)

and English proficiency scores were found to be significant predictors of their

abilities to paraphrase a source text legitimately. These findings suggest that

a multitude of factors bear on students’ knowledge of and stances on plagiarism.

For this reason, ‘it is likely that there is no single explanation for why individ-

uals engage in plagiarist behaviors’ (Ehrich et al., 2016, p. 232). The next

section will discuss four sets of factors that may contribute to L2 students’

illegitimate intertextual practices.

4 Factors Contributing to L2 Students’ Plagiarism

It is crucial to explore factors contributing to L2 students’ plagiarism because

doing so can enhance and expand our understanding of plagiarism and strategies

for curbing it effectively (Pecorari & Petrić, 2014). Research has shown that

cultural traditions, L1 literacy practices, low language proficiency, and insuffi-

cient knowledge of and engagement in source-based writing are among the

common factors that contribute to inappropriate L2 source use (Howard, 1999;

Liu et al., 2016; McKenna, 2022; Scollon, 1995). In an interview-based study of

twelve Iranian university students’ perceptions of plagiarism,Amiri and Razmjoo

(2016) identified a number of factors contributing to student plagiarism, including

students’ limited writing and research skills, instructors’ indifference or neglect,

peer pressure, pressure to submit high-quality assignments, and ease of plagiaris-

ing. Based on their thematic review and synthesis of fifty-three empirical studies

on source use, Liu et al. (2016) point to cultural-historical (e.g., culture-specific

literacy practices and strategies), cognitive (e.g., superficial cognitive processing

of disciplinary subjects, lack of cognitive resources for skilled synthesis, and lack

of critical thinking skills), and educational factors (e.g., lack of instruction on

appropriate source use, faculty members’ lax attitudes towards student plagiar-

ism, and lack of training in critical reading) as contributors to or influencing

factors of L2 student plagiarism.

In another review focusing on perceptions of, attitudes towards, and factors

contributing to plagiarism, AL Harrasi (2023) examined sixty-one studies pub-

lished from 1997 to 2016 and identified five sets of factors contributing to student

plagiarism: institutional, academic, external, personal, and technological. First,

the institutional factors include teaching strategies and methodology, conven-

tional teaching methods/poor assessment methods (tests-oriented), and unclear

policies on academic misconduct and related penalties. Second, the academic

factors comprise the type, difficulty, and nature of tasks/assignments, subject

matter, lack of understanding of the tasks/assignments, poor language (writing)
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skills, excessive demands for assignments, and large numbers of assignments.

Third, the external factors consist of peer behaviours, cultural factors, peer

pressure, and parental pressure. Fourth, the personal factors include students’

lack of time, poor time management, laziness, unfamiliarity with the concept of

plagiarism, perceptions of plagiarism, attitudes towards plagiarism, desire for

better grades, and perceptions of lecturers’ unawareness and disinterest regarding

student plagiarism. Fifth, the technological factors involve easy access to mater-

ials on the Internet, ease of copying via the Internet and other technologies, and

access to software programmes used for detecting plagiarism.

It is clear that a wide range of factors may contribute to plagiarism and these

factors can be categorised into four clusters, namely the moral, cultural, prac-

tical, and developmental factors.

4.1 Moral Factors

Students’ plagiaristic practices are typically attributed to moral deficiencies or

lapses by default (Howard, 1999). One of the most frequently mentioned causes

of student plagiarism is ‘an absence of ethics’ (Howard, 1995, p. 788), that is,

a system of values concerning what is right or wrong. The literature has

identified ‘lack of a felt moral obligation to avoid cheating’ as a possible

contributor to plagiarism and other types of academic misconduct (Whitley,

1998, p. 259). There is, however, a need to differentiate intentional and uninten-

tional plagiarism before ascribing plagiarism to students’ moral deficiency or

lapse. As noted in Section 2.2, although it makes sense to label intentional

plagiarism as a moral lapse, there is a growing recognition that unintentional

plagiarism should not be characterised as a moral transgression. An L2 student

may commit plagiarism simply because he or she does not know that the

intertextual practice in question is a form of plagiarism recognised as such by

the L2 academic community. The distinction between intentional and uninten-

tional plagiarism notwithstanding, institutional policies on plagiarism tend to

view it as rooted in morals. Merkel (2021), for example, found that the plagiar-

ism policies of nine colleges at the University of Iowa characterised plagiaristic

behaviours as moral breaches that violated the university’s core values and

would lead to dire consequences. Similarly, Hu and Sun’s (2017) analysis of

eight Chinese universities’ plagiarism policies revealed that most of these policy

texts discussed plagiarism in moral terms and adopted a catch-and-punish

approach. Even students themselves see plagiarism as a moral transgression.

For example, a student in Shen and Hu (2021) asserted that ‘I think plagiarism is

an abominable act that speaks volumes about a person’s moral standing/quality’
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(p. 214), and another student characterised plagiarism as a ‘deceptive behavior’

linked to ‘degraded personality and [being] hypocritical’ (p. 214).

The literature has also suggested that perceived low likelihood of being

caught and punished is likely to predispose some students to engage in plagiar-

ism (Husain et al., 2017; Pecorari, 2013; Selwyn, 2008). For example, the

undergraduate students (N = 270) in Hu and Lei (2015) gave a mean rating of

2.82/5 to low risks of being caught as a cause of plagiarism, though they rated

the acceptability of such plagiarism low (i.e., 2.15/5). Similar but slightly lower

ratings were obtained from the 183 master’s students in Shen and Hu (2021).

Perceived seriousness of plagiarism may also modulate students’ proneness to

plagiarism (AL Harrasi, 2023). For example, research (e.g., Ashworth et al.,

1997; Maxwell et al., 2008) has shown that students who see plagiarism as

a minor issue are more likely to plagiarise. Yang et al. (2023), on the other hand,

reported that L2 students who found plagiarism unacceptable and deserving

punishment were less likely to copy verbatim from a source text. Conversely, in

a survey of Iranian EFL master’s students’ perceptions of different forms of

plagiarism, Zafarghandi et al. (2012) found lax attitudes towards plagiarism

a major contributor to student plagiarism. Similarly, in a survey study of 270

Chinese university students’ perceptions of plagiarism, Hu and Lei (2015)

found that almost 90 per cent of the participants reported slack attitudes as

a possible or probable cause of Chinese university students’ plagiarism.

Furthermore, peers’ perceptions and practices of plagiarism may also have

a bearing on students’ propensity towards deceptive plagiarism. For example,

peer disapproval of plagiarism tends to deter students from plagiarising,

whereas peer approval of and engagement in plagiarism are likely to induce

students to plagiarise (McCabe & Trevino, 1997; Sutton & Taylor, 2011).

Ashworth et al. (1997) found an important role of peer-related values and ethics

in student justifications of plagiarism, reporting that the master’s students

interviewed by them thought plagiarism was justifiable when it concerned

friendship, peer trust, and interpersonal loyalty. In their review of empirical

research, Husain et al. (2017) also revealed that peer behaviours, group dynam-

ics, and peer pressure were found by some previous studies to be critical factors

that could contribute to plagiarism. This points to the role of a normative

structure that allows or disallows plagiarism in shaping students’ proclivity to

plagiarise (Whitley, 1998).

4.2 Cultural Factors

Cultural factors link L2 students’ plagiarism to their cultural backgrounds,

literacy practices, and/or educational traditions, which are believed to endorse
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different, if there are any, conceptions of plagiarism from those espoused in

Anglo-American academia (Flowerdew & Li, 2007b; Pecorari, 2023; Pecorari

& Petrić, 2014). As noted in Section 1, the cultural-conditioning view holds that

different cultures may have different conceptualisations of plagiarism and some

cultures may not have such a concept as plagiarism (Liu, 2005; Phan, 2006;

Sowden, 2005). Students from some cultures may find the concept of plagiarism

alien (Pennycook, 1996; Sowden, 2005) and even resist it (Currie, 1998;

Pennycook, 1996). The perceived proclivity to plagiarise among L2 students

is then often attributed to the absence of the concept of plagiarism and associ-

ated notions in their cultures (Matalene, 1985; Sowden, 2005), such as author-

ship, ownership, and intellectual property, which are rooted in the Western

culture and may not be shared by other cultures (Chandrasoma et al., 2004;

Howard, 1995; Pennycook, 1996; Scollon, 1995).

However, some scholars (e.g., Matalene, 1985; Pennycook, 1996) have cast

doubt on the legitimacy of imposing the Western concept of plagiarism and its

underlying values and norms on other cultures. For one thing, researchers (e.g.,

Lundsford, 1999; Rinnert & Kobayashi, 2005) have called into question the

notion of individual ownership of texts. For another, there is evidence showing

that plagiarism has always been condemned in Chinese history (Li, 2024), and

there are two words (piaoqie and chaoxi) expressing the idea of plagiarism in

Chinese (see Li & Flowerdew, 2018; Liu, 2005). It has been shown that the lack

or inadequacy of training in intertextual practices in Chinese literacy practices

and China’s educational system may largely account for Chinese students’

conceptual confusion about and perceived proneness to plagiarism (Hu & Lei,

2012; Li & Flowerdew, 2018).

In addition to cultural backgrounds, literacy practices endorsed in some

cultures may also contribute to L2 students’ plagiarism (Matalene, 1985;

Pennycook, 1996). The literature has linked L2 students’ plagiarism to memor-

isation and regurgitation of texts in their L1 literacy practices, and copying and

imitating in their L1 as well as L2 learning experiences (Chandrasoma et al.,

2004; Scollon, 1995). Specifically, memorising and regurgitating texts are

common literacy practices in some cultures, such as Chinese, Vietnamese,

Italian, Japanese, and Singaporean cultures (Chandrasegaran, 2000; Dryden,

1999; Matalene, 1985; Sapp, 2002; Sherman, 1992). For example, the Italian

university students in Sherman’s (1992) study were found proud of reproducing

memorised texts from textbooks in exams. In a similar vein, the Singaporean

students in Chandrasegaran’s (2000) study were found to value the regurgitation

of source information though they would probably do so in their own words.

Likewise, the Chinese students in Sapp’s (2002) study valorised the practice of

memorising and recalling knowledge in preparing for exams. The Chinese
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students in Matalene’s (1985) study were also found to have a fervour for

memorising classical texts and reproducing them in their writings. In reference

to such literacy practices, a participant in Sun and Hu (2020) observed that

For freshmen and sophomores, the so-called ‘plagiarism’ is acceptable. Their
English language proficiency is limited, and they cannot write good essays on
their own. For these students, memorizing sample essays and using well-
written sentences from these essays can make their writing better. This is
a learning process and should be encouraged. (p. 469)

Thus, despite the association of memorisation and regurgitation with plagiar-

ism, the literature has suggested that memorising and reproducing texts is

a legitimate and even valorised literacy practice indicative of hard work (Hu

& Lei, 2012; Liu, 2005; Matalene, 1985; Pennycook, 1996; Scollon, 1995). As

Liu (2005) points out, ‘a major role of memorizing good writing in Chinese is to

help the learner to appreciate and become familiar with effective rhetorical

styles and useful writing techniques that the memorized writing uses so the

learner can use them in his/her own writing in the future’ (p. 234). Such a view

was also held by some Chinese university teachers in Sun and Hu (2020), who

openly or tacitly encouraged their students to ‘“borrow sentences” from exem-

plary texts to embellish and sophisticate their own writing’ (p. 469). Extant

research (e.g., Matalene, 1985; Pennycook, 1996; Shi, 2006) has shown that

imitating and repeating others’ words is an integral part of L2 students’ lan-

guage learning and writing development. There is thus a need for ‘reevaluating

the scope and value of imitation as a legitimate form of authorship’ (Howard,

2000, p. 487).

Educational practices embedded in specific sociocultural contexts may also

have a role to play in L2 students’ plagiarism (Liu et al., 2016). It has been

suggested that some time-honoured educational practices, such as rote learning

and exam-oriented assessment, tend to lead L2 students to plagiarise (Sapp,

2002; Sowden, 2005). Additionally, L2 students’ lack of exposure to and

training in legitimate source use may also contribute to their inappropriate

source use (Bikowski & Gui, 2018; Hayes & Introna, 2005a; Rinnert &

Kobayashi, 2005; Shi, 2006), which points to the key role of academic social-

isation in fostering adequate knowledge of and appropriate attitudes towards

plagiarism (AL Harrasi, 2023; Hu & Lei, 2016). As Hayes and Introna (2005a)

observe, in some cultures (e.g., Asian, Chinese, Greek), university teaching

centres on textbooks, and assessment often takes the form of exams, where

students are required to recall what they have learned from the textbooks. As

a result, L2 students from these cultures may not have had much experience

with source-based writing and are therefore more likely to have problems with
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source use in their writing (Hu & Lei, 2012; Rinnert & Kobayashi, 2005).

Rinnert and Kobayashi (2005), for example, attributed Japanese university

students’ unfamiliarity with citation conventions to their limited experience

with source-based writing in high school, their restricted exposure to the notion

of plagiarism, the lack of systematic training in L1 citation in Japanese univer-

sities, as well as the lack of strict institutional policies on plagiarism/ukeuri in

student writing (also see Liu et al., 2016).

In sum, a multitude of cultural factors may contribute to L2 students’

plagiarism. With regard to the relationship between culture and plagiarism,

expressed opinions and empirical evidence are ‘fragmented and contradictory’

(Pecorari & Petrić, 2014, p. 286). Some researchers (e.g., Flowerdew & Li,

2007b; Hu & Lei, 2012; Wheeler, 2009) have highlighted the need to both

acknowledge cultural differences and avoid cultural stereotyping. In particular,

the cultural-conditioning view on plagiarism is likely to lead to the stereotyping

of L2 students and the failure to provide support needed by L2 students to use

sources effectively in their writing (Li & Flowerdew, 2018; Liu, 2005; Phan,

2006). Thus, while acknowledging cultural differences in the conceptualisa-

tions of plagiarism, Gu and Brooks (2008) caution against over-emphasising the

role of cultural differences because doing so ‘may result in a dismissive attitude

towards Chinese learning practices’ (p. 338). In response, Li and Flowerdew

(2018) makes a useful suggestion about replacing the cultural-conditioning

view with a cultural and historical development perspective on plagiarism to

capture the ‘dynamic and context-sensitive’ (p. 151) nature of intertextual

practices and their acquisition.

4.3 Practical Factors

Practical factors contributing to L2 students’ plagiarism include pressure of

various kinds, such as pressure to get a high grade, complete too many

assignments within a tight timeline and survive a course, as well as various

contextual influences such as faculty members’ lax attitudes towards plagiar-

ism, lack of actions regarding identified instances of plagiarism, and lack of

clear institutional policies on plagiarism (Bowen & Nanni, 2021; Hayes &

Introna, 2005a; McCabe et al., 2002; Selwyn, 2008; Tremayne & Curtis,

2021). In a review article of plagiarism by university students, Park (2003)

identified a range of reasons for student plagiarism, including efficiency gain

(e.g., to get a better grade or to save time), attitudes towards teachers and class

(e.g., negative attitudes towards teachers, assignments, and tasks), time man-

agement, temptation, opportunity, and lack of deterrence, among others. Most

of these reasons were corroborated by the findings of several studies
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conducted in the Chinese context. Across disciplines, undergraduate students

in Hu and Lei (2015) and postgraduate students in Shen and Hu (2021) rated

pressure of various kinds (e.g., to submit assignments on time, obtain good

grades, survive competition among peers, and avoid flunking a course) a very

likely cause of student plagiarism (i.e., 3.47/5 and 3.36–3.53/5, respectively).

These ratings were consistent with the ratings on pressure as a likely cause of

plagiarism reported in Lei and Hu’s (2015) study of 112 Chinese university

EFL teachers with and without overseas academic experience (i.e., 3.13/5 and

3.04/5, respectively).

Similar findings came up in studies conducted in other educational contexts.

In an interview- and questionnaire-based study of international students

studying in Australian universities, Song-Turner (2008) found time con-

straints, stress, and tensions involved in adapting to a new context, and

a desire to respect the foreign experts and their words to be major contributors

to their plagiaristic behaviours. Likewise, Comas-Forgas and Sureda-Negre

(2010) examined Spanish university students’ perspectives on the factors

contributing to academic plagiarism and revealed three sets of factors, includ-

ing students’ beliefs, behaviours and pressure arising from increased work-

loads, instructors’ teaching methods, attitudes as well as the characteristics of

the subject they teach, and the increased ease of access to information brought

by technologies. Similarly, the Turkish, Georgian, and German students in

Kayaoğlu et al.’s (2016) study identified a number of contributors to their

plagiarism, such as heavy homework loads, busy schedule, easy access to

academic sources, perceived low risks of being caught, and unclear assign-

ment instructions. Drawing on interviews with twelve Iranian university

students, Amiri and Razmjoo (2016) also found that pressure to submit high-

quality assignments, students’ limited writing competence and research skills,

and ease of plagiarising were commonly reported factors contributing to

student plagiarism. Although these and other practical factors are no excuses

for committing plagiarism, they pose real challenges to students and should be

accorded due attention.

Systematic reviews of extant research revealed that several contextual char-

acteristics were accountable for student plagiarism. Liu et al. (2016), for

example, noted that faculty’s lax attitudes towards the consequences of plagiar-

ism as well as lack of sufficient guidelines in institutional policies on plagiar-

ism, of consistent regulations in university education, of explicit instruction on

source use, and of institutional monitoring over the filing of plagiarism cases

were facilitators of student plagiarism. Husain et al. (2017) came to similar

conclusions. While some of these characteristics (e.g., lax attitudes and lack of

relevant instructional provision) may, as noted in the preceding section, have to
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do with cultural traditions, teachers’ apparent indifference to or neglect of

plagiarism cases and their lack of pedagogical attention to plagiarism are also

very likely to stem from their limited knowledge and competence concerning

illegitimate intertextual practices. Hu and Shen (2021) found that although

sizeable proportions of 128 Chinese university teachers were able to detect

plagiarising texts presented in a judgement task, only 38 (29.69 per cent) of the

110 teachers who completed a paraphrase task were able to produce a legitimate

paraphrase. Hu and Sun (2016) asked 108 Chinese EFL teachers from 38

universities to complete the same plagiarism-judgement and paraphrasing

tasks. As many as 44 (40.74 per cent) of the teachers failed to recognise

a plagiaristic paragraph, and another 40.62 per cent of the teachers who com-

pleted the paraphrasing task failed to produce a paraphrase free of verbatim

copying from the source text. Similarly, of the 117 Chinese university English

lecturers in Lei and Hu (2014), only 80 (68.38 per cent) and 45 (38.46 per cent)

were able to identify an instance of unacknowledged copying and an instance of

unattributed paraphrasing as plagiaristic. In another study of 137 Chinese

university EFL teachers (Hu & Lei, 2016), the percentages of successful detec-

tion of the same two types of plagiarism were 75.18 per cent and 44.53 per cent,

respectively. In a qualitative interview-based study of thirteen university EFL

lecturers, Sun and Hu (2020) found that most of the teachers gave definitions of

plagiarism indicating misconceptions, held ambivalent attitudes towards pla-

giarism (as reflected in their notions of harmless copying and copying as

a learning strategy), did not engage in teaching about plagiarism due to

a perceived lack of resources to do so, saw text matching tools primarily as

devices for catching and punishing plagiarism, and expressed dissatisfaction

with their university’s lack of commitment to preventing plagiarism.

4.4 Developmental Factors

L2 students’ engagement in illegitimate intertextuality has been increasingly

seen in the literature on plagiarism as a developmental or learning issue rather

than a moral one or even a cultural one (Flowerdew & Li, 2007b; Pecorari &

Petrić, 2014). The developmental or learning factors have to do with L2

students’ unfamiliarity with the Western concept of plagiarism (Pennycook,

1996; Scollon, 1995; Shi, 2006), insufficient language competence (Keck,

2006; Plakans & Gebril, 2013; Sun, 2012), and limited experiences with or

skills in source-based writing prevalent in Western academia (Abasi & Akbari,

2008; Angélil-Carter, 2000; Petrić, 2004). In their state-of-the-art review of the

literature on plagiarism in second language writing, Pecorari and Petrić (2014)
conclude that ‘[t]here is now ample evidence that students may plagiarise
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unintentionally, as a result of uncertainty about citing conventions, what consti-

tutes common knowledge, or limited referencing skills and/or L2 resources’

(p. 276). Empirical evidence of student plagiarism as a developmental issue

came from studies demonstrating that L2 students’ knowledge of, stance on, and

competence to engage in appropriate intertextuality changed over time in

response to instructional experience and exposure to the Western concept of

plagiarism.

First, a growing number of studies have found that L2 students’ knowledge of

plagiarism changes with advancement in higher education, more exposure to

Western academia, or disciplinary enculturation. In a study of 211 university

students in Hong Kong, Deckert (1993) found that the third-year students were

better able to recognise different forms of textual plagiarism than their first-year

counterparts. Similarly, Chandrasegaran (2000) demonstrated that Singaporean

university students’ ability to recognise unacknowledged copying and unattrib-

uted paraphrasing as plagiaristic grew with greater exposure to higher educa-

tion. Although they focused on teachers, the findings of two studies are relevant

to the discussion here. Lei and Hu (2015) reported that Chinese university EFL

teachers with overseas academic experience scored higher in their knowledge of

blatant plagiarism, subtle plagiarism, and inappropriate referencing than their

counterparts without such experience did. These results were corroborated by

Hu and Lei’s (2016) findings that overseas-trained Chinese university teachers

of English were better able to recognise blatant and subtle plagiarism than their

home-trained counterparts, who in turn outperformed university students. Such

findings indicate that knowledge of plagiarism is positively related to exposure

to and experience in English academic writing.

Similarly, Song-Turner (2008) found that with increasing immersion in the

Australian educational context, the definitions of plagiarism held by inter-

national postgraduate students at an Australian university became closer to

the Western view. Hu and Lei (2012) revealed that Chinese HSS students

were more capable of recognising both blatant and subtle plagiarism than

engineering students. Likewise, Hu and Lei (2015) reported that Chinese EFL

students from soft disciplines had significantly greater knowledge of both

blatant and subtle plagiarism. Similar findings came up in Shen and Hu’s

(2021) study of Chinese EFL postgraduate students at a top university in

China, which found that students in HSS knew more about subtle plagiarism

than their counterparts in medical sciences or science and engineering discip-

lines. In their study of Chinese medical and English language teachers’ know-

ledge of different forms of plagiarism in English writing, Hu and Shen (2021)

found that longer teaching experience was associated with greater knowledge
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and that the English language teachers knew more about plagiarism than their

medical colleagues did.

Second, the aforementioned studies also indicated that L2 students’ stance on

plagiarism varied with experience of academic writing, training in acceptable

intertextual practices, disciplinary enculturation, and knowledge of various

forms of plagiarism. Chandrasegaran (2000) found second- and third-year

students at a Singaporean university more likely to view unacknowledged

copying and unattributed paraphrasing as unacceptable than first-year students.

However, Hu and Lei (2015) observed contradictory patterns: the third-year

students in their study were more lenient towards plagiarism caused by slack

attitudes and plagiarism in general than their first-year counterparts probably

due to the greater pressures on them to obtain good grades for securing

postgraduate admissions or better jobs. Hu and Lei (2012) found that students

who had knowledge of the forms of plagiarism in question were more negative

about such intertextual practices. Similar results were found in a study of

Chinese university EFL teachers (Lei & Hu, 2014). Two other studies (i.e.,

Hu & Lei, 2016; Hu & Shen, 2021) revealed that Chinese university teachers

with overseas academic experience held a more punitive stance on illegitimate

intertextual practices than their peers without such experience. As for disciplin-

ary differences, Shen and Hu (2021) reported that HSS students were more

lenient towards plagiarism caused by inadequate academic abilities and per-

ceived low risks than medical and/or science and engineering students were.

That stance on plagiarism is affected by demographic and contextual factors

attests to the developmental nature of intertextual practices.

Third, previous studies also found that competence to engage in appropriate

intertextuality grew over time or in response to relevant academic experience. For

example, Keck (2014) found that ESL students’ duration of academic studies in

the USwas related to their abilities to copy less from a source text and paraphrase

more appropriately. Abasi et al. (2006) showed that some ESL graduate students

were more capable of using appropriate intertextual practices than others due to

their greater disciplinary enculturation. Yang et al. (2023) reported that Chinese

EFL undergraduate and postgraduate students who had received training in

plagiarism produced more acceptable paraphrases than their peers without such

training. Hu and Shen (2021) demonstrated that Chinese university teachers of

English were less likely to copy verbatim from a source text in their paraphrases

than teachers ofmedical sciences and psychology. Chinese EFL teachers who had

overseas academic experience were more competent in producing acceptable

paraphrases than their counterparts who did not have such experience (Hu &

Sun, 2016). Perhaps the most direct evidence of intertextual competence being

amenable to development comes from a ten-week intervention conducted at an
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Omani university (AL Harrasi, 2023). A comparative analysis of pre- and post-

intervention source-based essays by the students detected markedly fewer inter-

textual issues in the post-intervention essays.

Finally, a sizeable body of research has documented that EFL/ESL learners

tend to have difficulty in writing from sources due to their limited English

proficiency (McDonough et al., 2014; Plakans & Gebril, 2012). McDonough

et al. (2014), for example, revealed that Thai students with low English profi-

ciency compensated their inadequate English proficiency in writing from sources

by frequently copying short strings of words from the sources. Plakans and Gebril

(2012) also showed that L2 students less proficient in English found it challen-

ging to understand a source text and focus primarily on vocabulary and grammar

in their writing, whereas their more proficient peers had less difficulty in compre-

hending the source text and tended to focus mostly on content, cohesion, and

rhetoric in their writing. Similarly, Cumming et al. (2006) examined L2 students’

writings on independent and integrated writing tasks and compared their source-

use practices across high, mid, and low scoring bands. They found that students

receiving high scores producedmore coherent summaries and syntheses, whereas

those receiving mid and low scores used fewer paraphrases and summaries but

more verbatim phrases from sources. Yang et al. (2023) reported that English

proficiency was the strongest predicator of Chinese EFL students’ ability to

paraphrase a source text appropriately. Compared with native English-speaking

students, L2 students often face greater challenges in using and citing sources

because of their lesser English proficiency (Ellery, 2008; Hayes & Introna,

2005a): L2 students tend to copy more from source texts (Keck, 2006) and are

less likely to cite the sources (Shi, 2004).

5 Approaches to Dealing with Plagiarism

Institutional responses to student plagiarism are largely characterised by detec-

tion, containment, and punishment (Briggs, 2003; Howard, 1995; Price, 2002).

Likewise, both researchers and practitioners are inclined to take a primarily

problem-oriented approach to plagiarism in L2 writing (Pecorari, 2023; Wette,

2010). As observed by Wette (2010), the literature on plagiarism is ‘more

problem-oriented than solution- or practice-oriented’ (p. 159). Thus, the most

prominent way to respond to plagiarism is to contain or regulate it (Howard,

1995; Price, 2002), giving rise to a punitive and a self-regulatory or disciplinary

approach, respectively. However, as noted earlier, one of the most important

contributors to L2 student plagiarism is a lack of exposure to and/or training in

source use to develop the necessary knowledge and skills for engaging in
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appropriate intertextual practices. Thus, various scholars (e.g., Howard et al.,

2010; Liu et al., 2016; Pecorari, 2013) have stressed the need to provide peda-

gogical support of L2 students’ learning about source use, that is, the adoption

of an educative approach to plagiarism (Adam et al., 2017; AL Harrasi, 2023;

Hu, 2015b).

5.1 The Punitive Approach

The punitive approach is grounded in the moral discourse on plagiarism and

views detection and retribution as an effective means of deterring plagiarism.

Arguably, this is the earliest and most simplistic approach to plagiarism that is

underpinned by deterrence theories and treats plagiarism ‘as a moral crime that

must be caught and punished ruthlessly’ (Hu, 2015b, p. 100). In other words,

plagiarism is characterised as a deliberate moral transgression that results from

moral lapses, absence of ethics, temptations to deceive, among others (AL

Harrasi, 2023; Kolich, 1983; Sutherland-Smith, 2011). The practitioner-

oriented literature has advocated for ‘post facto disciplinary responses of

exposure and punishment’ (Ellery, 2008, p. 507) in the belief that sanctions

outweighing potential gains of engaging in plagiarism can deter students from

committing plagiarism. Thus, widely endorsed in academia and enshrined in

institutional policy documents, the punitive approach embraces reactive and

controlling practices and utilises plagiarism detection tools to detect (and deter)

student plagiarism (Adam et al., 2017; Hu & Sun, 2017; Pecorari, 2001;

Sutherland-Smith, 2011).

Despite its intended deterrent effects and wide endorsement, however, its long-

term effectiveness in deterring and reducing student plagiarism has not been

adequately substantiated with evidence (AL Harrasi, 2023; Sutherland-Smith,

2014). Specifically, although it may be effective in mitigating or curtailing

intentional plagiarism, the punitive approach may not be able to reduce uninten-

tional plagiarism (Moss et al., 2018). It is unlikely to work when students are not

afraid of being caught or do not have the necessary competence to engage in

acceptable source use (Hu, 2015b). Nor is it likely to work in institutions where

efficient detection and filing of plagiarism are absent (McCabe, 2001). Moreover,

the punitive approach may prevent students from making use of patchwriting,

a useful and valuable composing strategy that affords a pedagogical opportunity

to facilitate rather than thwart students’ writing development (Howard, 1995;

Pecorari, 2013). Sutherland-Smith (2011) also observes that simply ‘implement-

ing anti-plagiarism software detection along with increasing penalties does not

necessarily reduce plagiarism’ (p. 135).
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There is thus a need to critique and guard against unfair and authoritarian

practices prevalent in the punitive approach to plagiarism (East, 2006; Leask,

2006). In particular, the literature has highlighted the need for institutions to

develop transparent, coherent, and consistent frameworks for dealing with

plagiarism (Liu et al., 2016; Park, 2003). In this regard, most higher educational

institutions have put in place institutional policies to respond to plagiarism (Hu

& Sun, 2017; Pecorari, 2013). Meanwhile, it has been widely acknowledged

that plagiarism detection tools can only provide an overall assessment of the

extent of similarities between the text and the sources and can thus by no means

be used as the sole determinant of whether plagiarism has occurred (Stapleton,

2012; Sutherland-Smith & Carr, 2005). For this reason, caution needs to be

exercised when relying on plagiarism detection tools to determine and justify

punitive responses to plagiarism. Furthermore, punitive responses to plagiarism

may vary greatly depending on its perceived seriousness, ranging fromwarning,

marking down, to suspension and expulsion (Currie, 1998; East, 2006; Howard,

1995). It is thus not enough to simply have clear and transparent rules and

regulations. It is equally important to implement them consistently (Glendinning,

2014; Park, 2003; Pecorari, 2013). Finally, it is also important to make it easy

for instructors to apply punitive measures and ensure they feel that their efforts

to follow the institutional process are appreciated (Pecorari, 2013; Sutherland-

Smith, 2010).

5.2 The Disciplinary Approach

The disciplinary approach subscribes to the regulatory discourse on plagiarism

and relies primarily on students’ own commitment to academic honesty and

self-accountability for avoiding plagiarism (AL Harrasi, 2023; McCabe et al.,

2002). Although patchwriting has been increasingly recognised as a transitional

stage that all writers go through, some people would still adopt a juridical

approach to it, holding that lack of intent is no excuse for plagiarism

(Howard, 1999). There is thus a pressing need to ‘move beyond deterrence,

detection, and punishment’ (Bretag, 2013, p. 2) and to take a disciplinary or

ethics education approach (Hu, 2015b). Unlike the punitive approach that is

premised on fear of being caught and punished, the disciplinary approach

focuses on cultivating a culture of academic integrity and developing a sense

of academic honour in students (McCabe, 2001). This approach typically entails

the use of honour codes, focuses on communicating academic integrity as

a fundamental institutional value to students, and obligates them to hold them-

selves accountable for enforcing institutional ethics standards and avoiding

plagiarism (McCabe et al., 2002).
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To develop a culture of academic integrity and cultivate students’ sense of

academic integrity, it is crucial for both institutions and faculty to ‘recognize

and affirm academic integrity as a core institutional value’ (McCabe, 2005b,

p. 29). In this spirit, institutions would enforce codes of conduct, organise ethics

education, and issue rules and regulations on legitimate source use. Specifically,

universities may provide handbooks that spell out their institutional honour

codes and rules regarding academic misconduct as well as legitimate source use

(e.g., referencing styles and requirements) (McCabe et al., 2002). The ethics

education following this approach centres on explicitly making students

become aware of institutional regulations and rules of legitimate source use

and encouraging them to develop a sense of academic integrity and take

responsibility for their own actions. For this purpose, students could engage

in discussions of these codes of conduct and rules of source use (Bretag, 2013).

According to Sutherland-Smith (2011), conceptualising plagiarism from the

perspective of ethical rights and accountability ‘reflects societal notions of

justice and offers an educationally sustainable alternative’ (p. 135) to the

aforementioned punitive approach. In practice, however, institutional policies

on plagiarism often adopt a mixture of the two approaches (Sun & Hu, 2024).

Communicating rules and regulations on plagiarism to students and placing

the onus of responsibility to uphold academic integrity on students are insuffi-

cient to combat or tackle plagiarism (Bretag et al., 2014; East, 2009). While the

disciplinary approach may be useful and effective in developing students’ sense

of academic integrity and equipping students with rules and regulations about

legitimate source use (Bretag & Mahmud, 2016; Morris & Carroll, 2016;

Pecorari, 2013; Walker & White, 2014), it is likely to fall short for students

wishing to uphold ethical standards but lacking an appropriate understanding of

what constitutes illegitimate intertextuality. In other words, a sense of academic

integrity and an awareness of generic rules and regulations on source use are not

enough to help students interact with sources appropriately in their writing

(Gullifer & Tyson, 2014). Therefore, the literature has pointed to the need for

a holistic approach that aligns institutional policies, teaching practices, and

pedagogical processes for tackling plagiarism (Devlin, 2006; Duggan, 2006;

East, 2009; Macdonald & Carroll, 2006). This is the educative approach that

will be detailed in what follows.

5.3 The Educative Approach

Although plagiarism is generally seen as a breach of academic ethics or a violation

of academic rules and primarily addressed in a punitive and/or a disciplinary

approach, there is a growing tendency for L2writing research to treat it as an issue
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of development and approach it from an educative perspective (Pecorari & Petrić,
2014). Pecorari (2013), for example, underscores the need to distinguish ‘a police-

like response to plagiarism and a teacherly one’ (p. 44). The educative approach is

informed by the developmental discourse on plagiarism and puts a premium on

enculturation, whereby engagement with others’ language and ideas is taught as

a situated and meaning-making literacy practice that varies across sociocultural

and educational contexts. Drawing on their review of fifty-three empirical studies

of L2 student plagiarism, Liu et al. (2016) proposed nine recommendations for L2

source-use pedagogy, which are meant to ‘(a) ensure transparency in definitions,

guidelines, and expectations, (b) build source-use knowledge, and (c) engage L2

English writers in continuous practice and autonomous development of plagiar-

ism avoidance’ (p. 36). In particular, the approach pivots on teaching students ‘a

range of skills and strategies, including text comprehension strategies, effective

note-taking, paraphrasing, summarising, quoting and synthesising from multiple

source texts’, and ‘providing ample opportunities for practice in a supportive

learning environment in which students are not accused of plagiarism for making

errors in the process of learning’ (Pecorari & Petrić, 2014, p. 288).
Institutional policies on plagiarism typically treat plagiarism in all forms as

a violation of academic ethics in need of adjudication (Howard, 1995;

Sutherland-Smith, 2005). These policies and the moral/disciplinary discourse

undergirding them leave little room for pedagogical alternatives (Hu & Sun,

2017; Kaposi & Dell, 2012). Intended for addressing prototypical or deceptive

plagiarism, for example, they are ‘ill suited for dealing with patchwriting’

(Pecorari, 2013, p. 54), a developmental or transitional stage that L2 students

typically go through. As Scollon (1995) argues, it is vital to go beyond

approaching plagiarism from a moral or a legal perspective and take a peda-

gogical approach to it. There is thus a need for ‘a parallel set of measures with a

focus on teaching and learning, rather than detection and punishment’ (Pecorari,

2013, p. 54). In order to allow for pedagogical alternatives, it is crucial to revise

institutional policies on plagiarism (Howard, 1995; Hu & Sun, 2017). The

revised policies should incorporate ‘an enlarged range of definitions and motiv-

ations for plagiarism, which in turn enlarges the range of acceptable responses’

(Howard, 1995, p. 789).

As regards anti-plagiarism pedagogy, the literature has suggested combing

awareness-raising and skills-instruction (Barks & Watts, 2001; Bloch, 2012;

Pecorari, 2023). It has been suggested that awareness-raising should focus not

only on what constitutes plagiarism but also on why and how to engage with

sources (Angélil-Carter, 2000; Pecorari & Petrić, 2014; Petrić, 2007). Students
may use sources for different rhetorical purposes, such as agreeing or disagree-

ing with an idea, explaining or justifying an idea, and applying concepts or ideas
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to their own analysis (Petrić & Harwood, 2013). Specifically, they may quote

directly from sources out of four sets of motivations, ‘(a) source-related motiv-

ations (e.g., vivid expression of an idea), (b) writers’ own goals (e.g., stylistic

variety), (c) external factors (e.g., lack of time), and (d) students’ beliefs and

fears (e.g., fear of plagiarism)’ (Petrić, 2012, p. 102). Without a solid under-

standing of source use and its functions, L2 students may overcite (Abasi &

Graves, 2008) or overquote (Hirvela & Du, 2013) sources in their source-based

writing. Thus, institutions and teachers need to understand the complex and

multifaceted nature of source use as well as the context involved in order to

come up with effective awareness-raising activities and practices.

It has, however, been shown that awareness-raising alone is insufficient to

help students write effectively from sources (Abasi & Graves, 2008; Wette,

2010; Zhang et al., 2024), because they also need to develop adequate source-

use skills (Du, 2019; Howard et al., 2010; Tomaš, 2010). Instructors are thus

urged to provide students with guided opportunities for practising source use in

their writing (e.g., writing film reviews) (Hu&Lei, 2012; Rinnert &Kobayashi,

2005). For this purpose, instructors need to design meaningful assignments that

engage students in integrating sources into their writing meaningfully rather

than encourage them to cut and paste source texts without a sound understand-

ing (Bloch, 2001; Buranen, 1999). More specifically, several strategies have

been proposed to deal with or make the best use of patchwriting, including ‘a

free-wheeling pedagogy of imitation’ that allows the appropriation of others’

language to negotiate group membership (Hull & Rose, 1989) and structured

collaborative summary-writing (Howard, 1993). As observed by Howard

(1995), both recommendations ‘are made not in order to “prevent” or “cure”

patchwriting but to help students make maximum intellectual use of it and then

move beyond it’ (p. 796).

Relatedly, research (e.g., Sun, 2009; Thompson et al., 2013) has shown that

students need continuous engagement in source-using skills (e.g., paraphrasing,

summarising, synthesising, referencing, forming arguments with sources) in

order to ‘transition from surface-level patchwriting to thorough rewriting’ (Sun,

2009, p. 405). Pecorari (2013), along with others (Ellery, 2008; Hayes &

Introna, 2005a), have pointed out the limitations of teaching solely the declara-

tive facts about source use and argued for a process-based skills development

approach to dealing with student plagiarism. It is thus crucial to provide

students with authentic source-use tasks, feedback, as well as opportunities to

revise or rewrite their texts (Petrić, 2012; Wette, 2010), because ‘acquiring

attitudes, values, norms, beliefs and practices is an ongoing and long-term

process’ (Ellery, 2008, p. 514). Taking a process-oriented approach to source-

use instruction could also harness the educational potential of plagiarism
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detection tools (Hayes & Introna, 2005b; Li & Casanave, 2012). The literature

has revealed that anti-plagiarism software can serve both a punitive function

and an educative one (Liu et al., 2016;McCulloch et al., 2022). Liu et al. (2016),

for example, point out that ‘detection via anti-plagiarism software should be

replaced with appropriate educational design to guide students away from

illegitimate source-based writing’ (p. 50). Instead of using them for the sole

purpose of detection, a process-oriented educative approach could empower

instructors to use text matching tools to develop students’ source-using know-

ledge and skills.

Furthermore, it is also important for instructors to understand and appreciate

L2 cultural and educational conventions and practices, which may differ from

those endorsed in Western academia (Hayes & Introna, 2005a; Matalene, 1985;

Pennycook, 1996; Scollon, 1995). Howard (1995), for example, admonishes

that ‘faculty should be alert to the possibility that students may not be attributing

sources or may be patchwriting because of their own cultural traditions’

(p. 802). For this reason, researchers (e.g., Hu, 2015b; Liu et al., 2016) have

pointed to the need to explicate cultural differences in citation norms and

practices to L2 learners so that they can internalise such differences and avoid

plagiaristic practices in their writing. Regarding instruction on appropriate

intertextual practices in English academic writing, Gu and Brooks (2008,

p. 338) point out ‘the inadequacy of focusing on writing skills’ as universal

and highlight the importance of raising teachers’ awareness about ‘the differing

meanings of plagiarism across cultures’. To that end, instructors are encouraged

to learn about their students’ literacy practices and thereby design activities for

students to explore their own literacy practices and compare them with those of

the target community (Hu & Lei, 2012; Rinnert & Kobayashi, 2005).

Thus, the literature has stressed the importance of developing context-

sensitive understandings of plagiarism and providing specific intertextual

examples to address student plagiarism (Angélil-Carter, 2000; Hu & Lei,

2012; Marshall & Garry, 2006; Pecorari & Shaw, 2012; Shi, 2012). In a three-

year action research project, Du (2022) designed a critical-pragmatic pedagogy

to address plagiarism in an English for academic purpose writing class in the

Chinese context. The pedagogy involved both learning source-attribution con-

ventions and critical engagement with those conventions. Results from stu-

dents’ source-attribution performance in actual source-based writing and

a questionnaire eliciting students’ responses to each activity demonstrated the

effectiveness of the pedagogy. The positive result was ascribed primarily to the

enabling role of the pedagogy in shifting students’ perceptions of academic

conventions as ‘unbreakable shackles’ to ‘avenues for developing effective

expression and critical insight’ (p. 11). It is thus vital to provide opportunities
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for both instructors and students to engage in critical discussions about the

multifaceted nature of plagiarism and the prevailing conventions of intertext-

uality. To that end, Du (2022) urges practitioners ‘to draw upon students’ social

and L1 experiences as valid problem-posing resources, and even to encourage

students to question academic norms’ (p. 11). As we have pointed out elsewhere

(i.e., Hu, 2015b), however, ‘the educative approach can be expected to help L2

students who are genuinely interested in learning to use sources legitimately and

effectively but will conceivably be ineffectual with students who are intent on

plagiarism or accidentally plagiarize for one reason or another’ (p. 101). In the

end, a multi-pronged approach is needed that is punitive, disciplinary, or

educative where appropriate.

In summary, despite the growing body of literature on how to address

plagiarism, few studies have examined the effectiveness of the proposed

approaches, practices, and activities in developing L2 students’ source-use

awareness, knowledge, and skills (Cumming et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2016;

Pecorari, 2023). Considering the complex and multifaceted nature of student

plagiarism, there is no approach that can deal with all types of student plagiar-

ism (AL Harrasi, 2023) and ‘there are only good measures to be taken’

(Robillard & Howard, 2008, p. 2). The small body of research (e.g., Choi,

2012; Du, 2019, 2022; Ellery, 2008; Wette, 2021) on the effectiveness of

plagiarism or source-use pedagogy has shown the overall effectiveness of

such pedagogical interventions in improving students’ declarative knowledge

and procedural competences in source use, and reducing unacknowledged

source use. However, this research has also revealed the process of learning

source use as a gradual and protracted one (Ellery, 2008; Hayes & Introna,

2005a; Pecorari & Petrić, 2014). As Liu et al. (2016) conclude, ‘with more

practice supported by appropriate use of detection software, the apprentices of

Western academia may gain plagiarism awareness, knowledge, and skills

required of appropriate source use’ (p. 50).

6 Conclusion

In view of the complex, multifaceted, and contextually embedded nature of

plagiarism, it is imperative to adopt a situated and holistic perspective on

student plagiarism that gives due attention to cultural, educational, and discip-

linary contexts (Abasi et al., 2006; Chandrasoma et al., 2004; East, 2006; Leask,

2006; Pecorari, 2023). As Robillard and Howard (2008) argue, ‘plagiarism

must be pluralized if we are to ethically and productively apply our nuanced

knowledges about writing to this form of authorship’ (p. 3). It is thus important

to reconceptualise plagiarism by taking into account its multifarious
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interpretations, divergent discourses on it, distinctions between L2 students’

knowledge of and stances on plagiarism, as well as the multitude and inter-

actions of factors contributing to it. In doing so, plagiarism is approached and

understood as intertextual practices ‘where intention, interpretation and the

academic community are construed as social practices concerning the negoti-

ation of various identities and values – those of students as well as those of

academics’ (Kaposi & Dell, 2012, p. 813). This reconceptualisation under-

scores the need to diversify and situate our approaches and responses to

plagiarism.

The success of the punitive, disciplinary, and educative approaches to pla-

giarism as well as their permutations is likely to vary substantially for different

students and institutional circumstances (AL Harrasi, 2023; Hu, 2015a). As

clearly demonstrated by AL Harrasi (2023), ‘each approach to plagiarism

management may not work properly for all types of [intertextual] issues’

(p. 1080). The punitive approach, for example, stands a better chance to succeed

in situations where students are both capable of engaging in appropriate source

use and afraid of being caught for plagiarism and where institutions and faculty

are highly vigilant to plagiaristic behaviours. In a similar vein, the disciplinary

approach is likely to be effective for students who value academic honesty and

know how to avoid plagiarism, but ineffective for students who wish to follow

ethical standards but lack an adequate understanding of what constitutes illegit-

imate source use and engage in transgressive intertextuality inadvertently.

Finally, the educative approach is likely to work well for L2 students who are

truly interested in learning how to use sources effectively, but it is bound to have

no effects on students who intend to plagiarise and have no interest in learning

how to use sources effectively.

Institutions need to have clear regulations and policies on plagiarism that can

ensure the effective detection and handling of student plagiarism. Pecorari (2013)

identifies two key characteristics of a good policy on plagiarism: it embodies the

institution’s shared understanding of plagiarism, and it is specific enough to enable

faculty to feel confident about applying it. Pecorari (2013) also notes that a good

policy on plagiarism should act as both a carrot and a stick at the same time, spelling

out what can be gained by following it and making clear what can be lost if it is

breached. For their policies on plagiarism to work, institutions must provide their

students with the necessary instruction and resources that they need to avoid

plagiarism and engage in legitimate intertextuality (Devlin, 2006; Duggan, 2006).

Moreover, institutions have the responsibility to provide their faculty with the

training and support needed to recognise student plagiarism and make appropriate,

disciplinary, and pedagogical responses (Pecorari, 2013; Sutherland-Smith, 2010).

Effective pedagogical responses require institution-wide professional development
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in teaching source use (Lei & Hu, 2014; Tomaš, 2010). In summary, institutions

need to take a holistic andmultipronged approach to addressingplagiarism that both

introduces well-informed policy changes and provides faculty and students with

adequate resources and support to do their part.

To achieve these institutional and pedagogical goals effectively, further

research on plagiarism is needed. A forward-looking research agenda proposed

by Pecorari (2023) identifies a number of key priorities. These include the

development of a comprehensive rubric that captures the complex relationships

between student and source texts, large-scale empirical efforts to establish the

extent of plagiarism in student writing, further investigations into the impact of

cultural differences on intertextual practices in a wider range of contexts,

a close-up examination of the relationship between students’ receptive/product-

ive language skills and source-use practices, and longitudinal research on

patchwriting as an intertextual strategy and practice to identify its developmen-

tal trajectories and benefits. To provide empirical evidence for the appropriate-

ness and effectiveness, or lack thereof, of the punitive, disciplinary and

educative approaches to plagiarism, we need more research on policy and

pedagogical strategies for preventing student plagiarism. As we have pointed

out elsewhere (Hu, 2015b, p. 101), further research needs to address the

following questions:

• Which strategies or combinations of them are effective/ineffective for whom

in what contexts? In other words, what student characteristics and contextual

variables mediate the effectiveness of the strategies in question?

• How does the efficacy of specific strategies interact with L2 students’ socio-

cultural and ethnolinguistic backgrounds?

• How do the promoted strategies engage disciplinary and paradigmatic epis-

temologies and rhetorical conventions?

• How can the strategies promoted/recommended accommodate students’ indi-

vidual differences (e.g., motivation, moral understanding, L2 proficiency)?

• How can these strategies be effectively adapted to different genres, tasks, and

communication contexts?

• What factors facilitate/inhibit L2 students’ efforts to learn, adapt, or resist

specific strategies?

• What kinds of ideologies undergird the strategies investigated?

• What other strategies or practices are in tension with the promoted ones?

• What resources (e.g., corpora, information and communication technology)

can be drawn on effectively to support proven pedagogy?

• How can assessment practices be aligned to support promising strategies?

(Hu, 2015b, p. 101)
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To conclude, this Element calls for a reconceptualisation of plagiarism as

a complex, historically embedded, and context-sensitive practice and recom-

mends a multipronged and concerted approach to dealing with plagiarism

in second language writing that integrates useful elements from the punitive,

disciplinary/self-regulatory, and educative approaches. This new approach aims

not only to foster an ethical attitude towards plagiarism through education but

also to develop L2 students’ knowledge of various forms of plagiarism and their

academic literacy skills in legitimate source use through focused pedagogical

activities. Furthermore, it encourages serious institutional efforts to turn exist-

ing English language programmes into effective avenues for raising students’

English proficiency and advanced literacy skills needed for legitimate intertext-

ual practices. Finally, it underscores the need to create ample opportunities for

L2 students to engage in authentic academic writing tasks under the tutelage of

faculty who can model legitimate intertextuality and socialise their tutees into

the occluded aspects of appropriate and effective intertextuality.
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