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UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER 
 
TEACHING AND LEARNING COMMITTEE 
20 June 2012 

Report from the Working Group on Plagiarism 

1. Background: Terms of Reference 
At its meeting of 13 December 2011 (min 11.140 refers), the Committee agreed on 
the following Terms of Reference for a Working Group on Plagiarism: 

i. To review University policy and procedures on plagiarism and to ensure 
consistency of approach across the University; 

ii. To consider the faculties’ arrangements to meet the policy; 
iii. To report on the implications of the Plagiarism Referencing Tariff for a 

potential national, sector-wide benchmark system (Tennant and Rowell, 
2009-10, Plagiarismadvice.org); 

iv. To make recommendations to the Teaching and Learning Committee and to 
Senate. 

The Working Group was chaired by Professor Sandy Steacy and membership was 
drawn from each faculty, Access and Distributed Learning and the Students’ Union.  
Academic Office staff were in attendance. 
The Working Group liaised with the Research Degrees Committee in respect of 
research degrees and with Staff Development. 

The Working Group met on three occasions.  In addition, the Chair attended a 
meeting of the Research Degrees Committee on 25th May 2012 to present proposals 
in respect of research degrees (paper no. RDC/12/28 refers).  
Published information available to the Working Group for consideration included, 
inter alia:  

• The Annual Report to the Teaching and Learning Committee on Plagiarism 
Offences (paper no. TLC/11/37); 

• The University’s Plagiarism Policy and Procedures (2009); 

• The University’s Policy for the Investigation of Allegations of Research 
Misconduct; 

• The Benchmark Plagiarism Tariff (Tennant and Rowell, 2009-101). 

2. Policy and Penalties 
Current policy and penalties for taught programmes and research degrees are set 
out in the University’s Plagiarism Policy and Procedures (2006, revised 2009). 
The Working Group considered that the existing policy and scale of penalties remain 
broadly fit for purpose, with the merits of clarity and simplicity in a graduated 

                                                           
1 Tennant, P. and Rowell, G. (2009-10) Benchmark Plagiarism Tariff: a benchmark tariff for the 
application of penalties for student plagiarism in higher education.  Plagiarismadvice.org. 
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framework providing for formative advice.  Its recommendations focus on 
consistency within the policy and penalties and their application.    
2.1. Benchmark Plagiarism Tariff 
The Working Group was not in favour of adopting the Benchmark Plagiarism Tariff 
(Tennant and Rowell, 2009-10). It was considered a highly prescriptive approach 
based on the accumulation of points for offences on the basis of a combination of 
criteria – history, extent, level and value of assignment. The accumulation of points 
then attracts certain penalties ranging from initial formal warning to, ultimately, 
expulsion from the institution.      
The University has a similar gradational approach to plagiarism which, although does 
not include the ‘extent’ of plagiarism as a factor in deciding on penalty, allows staff to 
exercise discretion in regard to very minor instances.  The Working Group felt that 
the process proposed in the Tariff was mechanistic and one that might actually lead 
to tolerating a low level of plagiarism below an arbitrary reporting threshold.  It could 
be difficult to interpret and implement and it could discourage staff from applying it.  It 
could also be unwieldy and difficult to apply to a large cohort.  
The Working Group has agreed that the University’s policy and procedures should, 
however, be redrafted as a three part document:   

• Policy and penalties; 

• Procedures for dealing with plagiarism;  

• Guidance for staff. 
2.2. Definition 
The University’s current definition of plagiarism (contained in the Student Handbook) 
makes explicit that copying from texts or web sources and copying work from other 
students constitutes plagiarism.  It reads: 

Plagiarism is the act of taking or copying someone else’s work, including 
another student’s, and presenting it as if it were your own.  Typical plagiarists 
use ideas, texts, theories, data, created artistic artefacts or other material 
without acknowledgement so that the person considering this work is given the 
impression that what they have before them is the student’s own original work 
when it is not.  Plagiarism also occurs where a student’s own previously 
published work is re-presented without being properly referenced.  Plagiarism is 
a form of cheating and is dishonest. 

The Working Group has considered the use of the word ‘dishonest’ to be judgmental 
and recommends its removal.  The intention of the policy is to promulgate the 
message that plagiarism is cheating, is a disciplinary matter and will be dealt with 
accordingly.  The following revised definition is proposed: 

Plagiarism is the act of taking or copying someone else’s work, including 
another student’s, and presenting it as if it were your own.  Plagiarism is said to 
occur when ideas, texts, theories, data, created artistic artefacts or other 
material are presented without acknowledgement so that the person 
considering this work is given the impression that what they have before them 
is the student’s own original work when it is not.  Plagiarism also occurs where 
a student’s own previously published work is re-presented without being 
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properly referenced.  Plagiarism is a form of cheating and is a disciplinary 
offence. 

2.3. Taught courses 
The Working Group recommends one change to the policy dealing with plagiarism in 
coursework in taught programmes, namely that a first offence in a Master’s 
dissertation be treated in the same manner as other first offences – there should be 
a reduction of marks based on the exclusion of the plagiarised work (see Appendix 
1). 
2.4. Offence carryover from undergraduate to postgraduate 
The Working Group noted that research students and students on Master’s 
programmes do not currently have any undergraduate offences carried over to their 
postgraduate record.  This would be possible for Ulster students but not for students 
coming from other institutions. The Working Group therefore proposes no change to 
this approach.    
2.5. Master of Research courses 
The Working Group recognises that the MRes has both taught and research 
components and therefore recommends that MRes students be treated in 
accordance with the framework for taught programmes. (Current guidelines for 
research degrees were drawn up primarily with PhD students in mind.) 
2.6. Research degrees 
The University’s definition of Research Misconduct includes plagiarism and applies 
to both staff and students.  The Plagiarism Policy (2006) precedes the introduction 
(in August 2009) of the Policy for the Investigation of Allegations of Research 
Misconduct and hence there is now some overlap between the two. Hence the 
Working Group recommends the following revisions to policy and penalties as 
applied to research students which were discussed and agreed with RDC 
(appendices 2 and 3 show the current and proposed Framework of Penalties).  
There were no substantive changes to the first two columns of the Framework of 
Penalties (appendix 2).  With regard to interim submitted work (e.g. published papers 
or thesis chapters), however, the Working Group considered that, as the University’s 
plagiarism policy addresses work submitted for formal assessment, the column in the 
Framework of Penalties dealing with this work should be removed (appendix 3).  A 
distinction should be made between work produced for external use, including 
publication, and that produced for internal use, including interim submitted material 
for discussion with a supervisor.  The former should be addressed under the 
research misconduct policy, and the latter dealt with through formative feedback - 
although a supervisor should have the option of research misconduct proceedings, 
should they deem it necessary. 
Plagiarism, and its associated penalty, in a research degree thesis is a matter of 
academic judgement for the board of examiners.  The Working Group confirmed that 
where plagiarism is discovered, failure in all cases would be harsh and decisions 
should be informed by the student’s record, including whether or not there had been 
any previous instances of detected plagiarism.  It should be noted, however, that a 
student’s record would not be made available to a board of examiners unless 
plagiarism is suspected. 
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The Working Group proposes that instances of plagiarism by research students be 
recorded on the central register and be included in the annual report on plagiarism to 
the Teaching and Learning Committee.  
2.7. Collusion 
The Working Group noted that collusion was defined as a form of cheating where 
two or more students submitted work with a high degree of similarity and claimed it 
as their own individual effort.  The Working Group acknowledged that there may be 
instances where the originator of the work has had it stolen or unwittingly allowed it 
to be copied.  In this instance this would not be collusion; the originator would be an 
innocent party whilst the other party(ies) would be guilty of plagiarism. The Working 
Group agreed that where collusion was alleged this would be a disciplinary matter 
and dealt with under the general procedures for offences in coursework, rather than 
those specifically used for plagiarism.  For future reference the plagiarism offence 
would, however, need to be recorded on the central register. 
2.8. Contract cheating 
The Working Group briefly discussed the relatively recent phenomenon of ‘contract 
cheating’2.  This is a process whereby students engage others to complete work on 
their behalf, often in return for payment. For example, students may advertise their 
assignment requirements on dedicated web sites, by way of an invitation to tender. 
Typically, the winning bidder undertakes to complete the assignment, an escrow 
payment is made by the student, the work is done and forwarded to the student and 
the payment is released. 
The Working Group confirmed that any such detected cases, as well as other 
offences where it is established that work was completed by third parties, should be 
dealt with under the general disciplinary procedures for cheating and not plagiarism.  
The Group recommends that the University’s regulation relating to ‘Offences in 
connection with examinations and other forms of assessment’ be amended to 
identify explicitly this type of cheating. 

3. Procedures 
The Working Group recommends that procedures be simplified and these changes 
are outlined below.  These procedural changes will be set out in more detail in the 
revised policy and procedures document. 
3.1 Taught courses 
The process for dealing with suspected plagiarism in coursework in taught 
programmes currently set out in section 6 of the current Policy and Procedures 
document is overly prescriptive and should be streamlined.  To this end the Working 
Group recommends: 

a. That plagiarism should be dealt with by the module co-ordinator who should 
keep the course director informed.  There should be no requirement for a 
written report to the course director; 

                                                           
2Clarke, R. & Lancaster, T. (2006). Eliminating The Successor To Plagiarism? Identifying The Usage 
Of Contract Cheating Sites, in Proceedings of 2nd Plagiarism: Prevention, Practice and Policy 
Conference  
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b. That work suspected of plagiarism should normally be double marked and 
discussed within the School, in line with current reported practice; 

c. That students should have an informal right of appeal, to provide further 
information, normally to the Course Director and before a Board of 
Examiners sits. 

The Working Group also reviewed the student declaration of ownership of 
coursework.  It was proposed that the first sentence of the Declaration on the 
assignment cover sheet should include the phrase, ‘…that all material has been 
accurately and consistently referenced.’ 
The Group acknowledged that not all students signed the submission sheet and 
proposed that the expectation of a signature be removed. 
Members proposed that when submitting work electronically through the VLE, the 
Student Declaration should appear in the ‘Submit’ window to ensure that the student 
has accepted this and is indicating a declaration of ownership. 
3.2 Research degrees 
In relation to research degrees the Working Group recommends that established 
cases of plagiarism be entered on the Central Plagiarism Register with the 
procedure for recording offences amended accordingly to accommodate research 
related offences.   

4. Turnitin 
For staff, the main objective tool at their disposal is the use of originality checking 
applications such as Turnitin. Typically, student work is uploaded into the application 
which then returns a percentage indication of how similar the work is to existing 
work.  The difficulty, however, is in the interpretation of this figure.  Whilst the need 
for a tool like Turnitin is clear, ultimately the decision, and any resulting penalty, 
comes down to the academic judgement of tutors - either individually or collectively 
as boards of examiners. 
Current use of Turnitin by teaching staff across the University has been voluntary 
and its application varies from School to School.  In addition, the process varies with 
some allowing test submissions from students as a pre-submission check on their 
work.  The Working Group expressed some concern with this practice, however, 
suggesting that this might be used to circumvent detection.  
The usefulness of Turnitin is subject-specific to the extent that its use cannot be 
relied upon exclusively. Large plagiarised sections tend to be exposed fairly easily 
but other lesser material is harder to detect, whilst in English and History, with a 
tendency to include extensive quoted material, the reports are not always useful. It is 
understood that various filters within Turnitin could be engaged or disengaged and 
this could greatly affect the result. School and subject specific training for staff is 
strongly recommended. 
4.1 Taught Programmes 
The Working Group discussed the question raised by the Faculty of Social Sciences, 
whether the use of Turnitin should be made compulsory. Currently its use by staff in 
that Faculty was voluntary, in accordance with Faculty policy.   
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After due consideration the Working Group concluded that mandatory use of Turnitin 
would be unworkable and would not be a recommendation.  The use of Turnitin 
should be strongly encouraged, however, in at least some work at all levels within 
taught programmes.   
The Group considered whether it would be useful to recommend minimum 
expectations in this regard.  Suggestions included: all final year undergraduate 
projects, all final year undergraduate coursework, all Master’s coursework, all 
Master’s dissertations, outstanding pieces of work, samples from all levels.  The 
Working Group considered a student’s final year much too late to begin applying 
plagiarism tests. 
The Working Group also recommends that faculties should include a section on 
Turnitin usage in their annual plagiarism report to the Teaching and Learning 
Committee.  Regular training and support, and asking faculties to report on its use, 
should reinforce uptake of the application. Turnitin is now fully integrated with 
Blackboard Learn and comprehensive training in its use is available through Staff 
Development. 
4.2 Staff Development 
The Working Group noted the support Staff Development currently offered to staff in 
relation to the use of Turnitin. This is summarised as follows: 

a. Turnitin features in a lunchtime seminar series which runs on each campus 
once per semester; 

b. Bespoke sessions have been run for Schools that have a particular interest; 
c. Extra sessions have been organised for newly appointed staff; 
d. Guidance and documentation is available on request. 

4.3 Recommendations 
Following discussion, the Working Group agreed that: 

a. the compulsory use of Turnitin would be unworkable and would not be a 
recommendation from the Working Group; 

b. the use of Turnitin should be strongly encouraged in some work at all levels 
within taught programmes.  Faculties should include a report on usage in 
their annual plagiarism report to the Teaching and Learning Committee; 

c. extensive training should be available for staff – arranged through Staff 
Development; 

5. Guidance for Staff 
Issues considered by the Working Group variously affect undergraduate, Master’s 
and research students – however, the underlying principles remain the same.  
Plagiarism, whether deliberate or accidental, is a form of cheating, is an 
unacceptable practice and should be penalised accordingly.  Assessing the extent of 
plagiarism is a matter of academic judgement.   
This is prone to inconsistency both within and across subject areas and while 
University-level guidance would be generic, it should be underpinned at School level.  
Awareness of the nature of plagiarism and its avoidance, by staff, postgraduate and 
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undergraduate students, should be promoted at all levels of teaching and in research 
programmes.   
Discussion at School level, aimed at fostering a common understanding and 
consistent application of policy and procedure, will be critical in this regard.  The 
Working Group also emphasises the need for sound academic judgement to be 
applied in all cases as the approach to identifying plagiarism is often subject-specific.  
In this context the Working Group did not seek to define the limits of ‘minor 
plagiarism’ which may be dealt with as poor or incorrect referencing.  
A new online study skills support resource (Study+) has emerged from an ADEC 
Working Group (min ADEC/12/15 refers) which should supplement subject/School-
specific material. 
The website had been built using the same wiki technology as the VLE upgrade and 
staff could be granted access during the development phase by email request to 
elearning@ulster.ac.uk.  
A range of training and awareness activities have been planned, with the focus in the 
first instance being on embedding use of the resources in induction. 
The resource should be available for use in the next academic year with an editorial 
and review process in 2012/13 to ensure ongoing currency and expansion. 
In summary, the following principles will be amplified in the revised guidance for staff 
document: 

a. Students may come from a variety of cultures, both academic and industrial, 
and some may be returning to learning after several years absence. This 
places considerable importance on the role of induction in conveying 
plagiarism policy at both University and School levels.  The new online 
study skills resource (Study Plus) should supplement subject/School-
specific material. 

b. At induction students should be introduced to academic life - this should 
include guidance spelling out exactly what constitutes plagiarism by giving 
subject-specific examples, including examples of consequences in relation 
to progression. This should be reinforced throughout the year. 

c. The rubric of an assignment should discourage students from recycling 
material from their own earlier work unless they were developing a theme, 
e.g. from proposal to final output, or legitimately citing earlier work involving 
themselves. 

d. When plagiarism has been established, students should be penalised in 
ways that are not merely punitive but formative.  During the ‘formative 
interview’ following a first offence, the student should be directed to 
appropriate resources on academic writing and plagiarism avoidance, 
including the new online study skills resource (Study Plus).  

e. The Working Group noted that Public Statutory and Regulatory Bodies 
(PSRBs) aligned with University provision have their own policies with 
regard to being informed of plagiarism offences.  Students on professionally 
accredited programmes should therefore be made aware at induction that 
any instance of plagiarism recorded against them will be reported to their 
professional body. 

mailto:elearning@ulster.ac.uk
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6. Summary Recommendations 
The Working Group’s recommendations are summarised as follows: 

i) That the Benchmark Plagiarism Tariff (Tennant and Rowell, 2009-10) not 
be adopted [sub section 2.1 refers]; 

ii) That the University’s definition of plagiarism be revised, principally to 
exclude the word ‘dishonest’ [sub section 2.2 refers]; 

iii) That in relation to taught Master’s programmes, a first offence in a 
dissertation be treated in the same manner as other first offences in other 
taught courses – there should be a reduction of marks based on the 
exclusion of the plagiarised work [sub section 2.3 refers]; 

iv) That students on MRes programmes be treated in accordance with the 
framework for taught programmes [sub section 2.5 refers]; 

v) That the current third column of ‘Framework of Penalties for Plagiarism 
Offences for Doctoral Research Programmes’, dealing with Interim 
Submitted Work, be removed [sub section 2.6 refers]; 

vi) That for students undertaking research degrees, a distinction should be 
made between interim work produced for external use, including 
publication, and that produced for internal use.  Plagiarism detected in the 
former should be addressed under the research misconduct policy, whilst 
in the latter it should be dealt with, initially at least, through formative 
feedback [sub section 2.6 refers]; 

vii) That plagiarism in a research degree thesis is a matter of academic 
judgement for the board of examiners and that where plagiarism is 
discovered, failure in all cases would be harsh and decisions should be 
informed by the student’s record, including whether or not there had been 
any previous instances of detected plagiarism [sub section 2.6 refers]; 

viii) That instances of plagiarism by research students be recorded on the 
central register and be included in the annual report on plagiarism to the 
Teaching and Learning Committee [sub section 2.6 refers]; 

ix) That collusion, as well as other offences where it is established that work 
was completed by third parties (including ‘contract cheating’), should be 
dealt with under the general disciplinary procedures for cheating [sub 
sections 2.7 and 2.8 refer]; 

x) That the procedures for dealing with suspected plagiarism are overly 
prescriptive and should be streamlined in a revised procedures document 
[section 3 refers]; 

xi) That the student declaration of ownership of coursework includes the 
phrase, ‘…that all material has been accurately and consistently 
referenced’ and that the expectation of a signature be removed.  When 
submitting work electronically through the VLE, the Student Declaration 
should appear in the ‘Submit’ window to ensure that the student has 
accepted this and is indicating a declaration of ownership [sub section 3.1 
refers]; 

xii) That the compulsory use of Turnitin would be unworkable and is not 
recommended [section 4 refers]; 
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xiii) That extensive training in the use of Turnitin should be available for staff 
by arrangement through Staff Development [section 4 refers]; 

xiv) That the use of Turnitin should be strongly encouraged in some work at all 
levels within taught programmes.  Faculties should include a report on 
usage in their annual plagiarism report to the Teaching and Learning 
Committee [section 4 refers];  

xv) That discussion at School level be encouraged, with the aim of fostering a 
common understanding and consistent application of policy and 
procedure [section 5 refers]; 

xvi) That the focus of induction should be to introduce students to academic 
life; this should include guidance spelling out exactly what constitutes 
plagiarism by giving subject-specific examples of consequences, for 
example in relation to progression. This should be reinforced throughout 
the year [section 5 refers]. 
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APPENDIX 1: FRAMEWORK OF PENALTIES FOR PLAGIARISM OFFENCES IN TAUGHT PROGRAMMES AND MASTER OF RESEARCH
      

 
 
1ST OFFENCE 
 

 
2ND OFFENCE 
 

 
3RD OFFENCE 

 
4TH OFFENCE 

 
PLAGIARISM DETECTED 
SUBSEQUENT TO 
GRADUATION 

Reduction in marks based 
on exclusion of plagiarised 
work.   
 
Formative interview with 
module co-ordinator and/or 
lecturer. 
 
Where 1st offence is in 
Master’s Dissertation: 
 
Mark of zero.  Re-submit.  
Interview with Head of 
School and/or Course 
Director and/or supervisor. 

Mark of zero for assignment 
containing plagiarism. 
 
Interview with Head of 
School and/or 
Course/Subject Director 
and/or lecturer. 
 
Formal letter placed on 
student file. 

Mark of zero for assignment 
containing plagiarism and 
maximum mark of 40% (UG) 
or 50% (PG) for coursework 
element. 
 
Case referred to Dean with 
recommendation of reprimand 
and fine not exceeding the 
maximum amount permitted 
under the Ordinance on 
Student Discipline at the time 
of application of penalty.   
 
Formal letter placed on 
student file. 

Mark of zero for module. 
 
Case referred to University 
Disciplinary Committee 
with recommendation of 
suspension (1 semester or 
1 year as advised by 
Faculty) or discontinue 
studies at the University. 
 
Outcome placed on 
student file. 

The award may be 
revoked. 
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APPENDIX 2 Current: FRAMEWORK OF PENALTIES FOR PLAGIARISM OFFENCES IN RESEARCH PROGRAMMES   
     
 
INITIAL ASSESSMENT 
(100 DAY VIVA) 
 

 
CONFIRMATION 
ASSESSMENT 
 

 
INTERIM SUBMITTED WORK 
(e.g. PUBLISHED PAPERS 
OR THESIS CHAPTERS) 

 
THESIS 

 
PLAGIARISM DETECTED 
SUBSEQUENT TO 
GRADUATION 

Plagiarism will be dealt 
with by a verbal warning to 
the student, delivered by 
the Chairman of the 
examining panel at the oral 
examination. 
 
The student will also be 
asked to rewrite and, in 
exceptional circumstances, 
may be removed from the 
programme. 

The student will be required 
to resubmit the report for 
further assessment.  If the 
resubmitted material also 
contains plagiarised 
material, this will be 
assessed by the examining 
panel and the student will be 
deemed not to have 
progressed successfully. 
 
The student will then be 
interviewed by the Head of 
the Graduate School and 
may be removed from the 
programme. 
 
A record will be placed on 
the student file. 

The student will be interviewed 
by the Head of the Graduate 
School. 
 
Such cases may be referred to 
Dean with recommendation of 
reprimand and a fine not 
exceeding the maximum 
amount permitted under the 
Ordinance on Student 
Discipline at the time of 
application of penalty.  In 
exceptional circumstances, the 
student may be referred to the 
University Disciplinary 
Committee with a 
recommendation to 
discontinue studies at the 
University. 
 
A record will be placed on the 
student file. 

Examiners are asked to 
examine the thesis and to 
make an academic 
judgement on it, taking into 
account the nature and 
extent of the plagiarism.  If 
the thesis is deemed 
worthy of the degree, it 
must be resubmitted with 
all plagiarised material 
eliminated. 
 
Depending on the extent 
and nature of plagiarised 
material in the thesis, the 
student may be deemed to 
have failed and referred to 
the University Disciplinary 
Committee with a 
recommendation to 
discontinue studies at the 
University. 
 
A record will be placed on 
the student file. 

The award may be 
revoked. 
 

 
NOTE:  
(a) When, in the academic judgement of the member of staff, the plagiarism is of a very minor nature and may be attributed to incorrect 

referencing techniques, it may be treated as such rather than as plagiarism. 
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APPENDIX 3 Proposed: FRAMEWORK OF PENALTIES FOR PLAGIARISM OFFENCES IN RESEARCH PROGRAMMES (EXCLUDING 
MRes)       
 

 
INITIAL ASSESSMENT 
(100 DAY VIVA) 
 

 
CONFIRMATION ASSESSMENT 
 

 
THESIS 

 
PLAGIARISM DETECTED 
SUBSEQUENT TO 
GRADUATION 

Plagiarism will generally be dealt 
with by a verbal warning. 
 
The student will be asked to 
resubmit the report. 
 
A record may be placed on the 
student file. 
 
The student may be referred to 
the University Disciplinary 
Committee. 

The student will be required to 
resubmit the report for further 
assessment. 
 
The student will be interviewed by 
a senior member of staff (normally 
the Research Institute Director or 
the Head of the Research 
Graduate School). 
 
A record will be placed on the 
student file. 
 
The student may be referred to the 
University Disciplinary Committee. 

Examiners will be asked to 
examine the thesis and to make 
an academic judgement on it, 
taking into account the nature 
and extent of the plagiarism.  If 
the thesis is deemed worthy of 
the degree, it must be 
resubmitted with all plagiarised 
material eliminated. 
 
The student may be referred to 
the University Disciplinary 
Committee. 
 
Depending on the extent and 
nature of plagiarised material in 
the thesis, the examiners may 
recommend discontinuation of 
studies at the University. 
 
A record will be placed on the 
student file. 
  

The award may be revoked. 
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