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1 What is plagiarism?

The definition below, taken from the New Shorter Ox-
ford English Dictionary, succinctly describes the prob-
lem.

plagiarize v.t. take and use as one’s own the
thoughts, writings, inventions, etc., of another
person; copy (literary work, ideas, etc.) im-
properly or without acknowledgement; pass
off the thoughts, work, etc., of (another per-
son) as one’s own.

The essence of plagiarism, then, is copying somebody
else’s work and incorporating it into your work without
making it clear that you did not write it yourself. Plagia-
rism makes it look as though you were the author of a
particular part of a document when in fact you were not.
It is to take and use something as one’s own.

This does not mean that one can never include other
people’s work in one’s own coursework or dissertation; it
simply means that it must be very clear that it is copied,
and that it must be very clear where the copied material
came from. Plagiarism is copying without acknowledge-
ment.

The definition of ‘plagiarism’ at the beginning of this
document is directly copied from a dictionary. This
would be plagiarism if I had pretended that I had made
up the definition myself, or even if I had simply forgot-
ten to say that it is not my definition; but because I have
stated exactly where the definition comes from, it is not
plagiarism. It is not plagiarism because it is clearly ac-
knowledged.

Even copying with acknowledgement should be kept
to a minimum. Your work will be marked on what you
have achieved; and although it is good practice to quote
others and comment on what others have said, you will
not get much credit for using extended quotations rather
than saying things in your own words. A properly ac-
knowledged extended quotation is not plagiarism, but
nor will it be awarded many marks.

Notice also from the definition that plagiarism can in-
clude copying someone else’s thoughts. This means that
where someone else has had a good idea, you cannot
pretend that the idea is yours even if you explain it in
your own words. It is usually better to explain it in your

own words where possible, but if you have taken the idea
from someone else then you must say so.

It is also plagiarism if two people work together on
a document or a program and then hand it in separately
without acknowledging that they have worked together.
If you work with someone else, some of the thoughts and
words will be yours, and some will be the other person’s;
you cannot claim that all of the work is yours. Wherever
the work is not yours, you must say where it has come
from. Both names must appear on each piece of work
that is handed in.

Nor is it allowed to copy material from a web site
or book and then change a few words. Even if you
change lots of the words, the basic ideas and the struc-
ture of what is being said will not be yours. You should
never copy and paste from the Internet unless what
you are putting in your document is a direct quotation,
and clearly marked as such. There is never any reason
to copy and paste and then change some of the words. If
you are quoting someone, copy it without changing and
clearly mark what is quoted and what is not; if you are
not quoting, do not copy it at all.

2 Plagiarism is immoral

This section details three reasons for which plagiarism is
simply wrong: it is stealing, it is unfair to the original
author, and it is deceitful.

2.1 Plagiarism is theft

The biggest problem with plagiarism is that it is essen-
tially theft. If I copy someone else’s work, I have simply
stolen it. Any marks that I receive for the stolen work
will also be stolen marks: the credit for all the hard work
should go to the person who writes the work in the first
place, not to me.

Remember that when you leave Surrey you will be us-
ing the qualification you gain here to help you find a job.
If you obtain your degree by stealing from others, you
will be effectively stealing a degree that should belong
to someone else; and then will be attempting to build a
career on what you have stolen. That is a terrible position
to be in!



2.2 Plagiarism is unfair on the other party

Imagine that you have spent months, perhaps years, pro-
ducing a good piece of work that you are rightfully
pleased with, and that you are proud to be recognized
as the author. Now imagine that you discover that some-
body else is too lazy to do the hard work necessary to
produce a dissertation or a piece of coursework, and
so decides just to copy what you have written, perhaps
changing a few words to make it look as though it is not
plagiarized. How will you feel? Won’t you be very up-
set that you did all the hard work but that someone else
is going to get credit for it?

When you are tempted to copy work from the Inter-
net, or from a book, stop and think: how would I feel if
it were the other way round?

2.3 Plagiarism is deceit

Plagiarism is fundamentally deceitful. The aim of your
time at Surrey is for you to learn enough, and produce
enough work, to convince the examiners that you deserve
to be awarded the degree for which you are studying.
By copying other people’s work and pretending that you
have written it yourself, you are attempting to deceive
the examiners into believing that you have achieved more
than is really the case. You are here to earn a degree by
discipline and hard work, applying your skills and your
knowledge to the tasks you are set. If you plagiarize,
you are lying to the examiners: you are telling them that
you have worked for your degree when in fact you have
simply cheated.

We want you to leave here with a good degree, and
we sincerely hope and believe that it will greatly enhance
your career prospects; but we also want you to get your
degree deservedly. We want you to come to your gradu-
ation ceremony proud of your achievements, not embar-
rassed and ashamed that you cheated.

3 Plagiarism is stupid

Most of you will be honest, and will not want to commit
plagiarism having understood that it is wrong to do so.
For the few that do not care at all about right and wrong
but simply want to do whatever makes for an easy life,
this section gives two more reasons not to plagiarize: it
is almost impossible to do so without getting caught, and
the penalties for plagiarizing are unpleasant in the ex-
treme.

3.1 Plagiarism is easy to spot

Some students think that they can plagiarize and not get
caught. However, it is almost always very easy for a
lecturer to recognize plagiarism at a glance. The lectur-
ers have read through many more pieces of work than
you have written, and they know the subject better than

you do. They know many of the books and web sites
that you will find, and will recognize when sections have
been copied from them.

If your English is anything other than perfectly fluent,
it will be very obvious when you copy. The sudden ap-
pearance of a word or phrase that you are unlikely to use
will immediately alert the lecturer to a possible case of
plagiarism. It is then usually a simple matter to find the
source and prove the case.

In fact, even if your writing is perfect in spelling,
grammar and English idiom, it will still have a distinctive
style that will suddenly change when you insert copied
material. Something as simple as the number of commas
that you tend to use, or the length of your sentences, will
distinguish your work from that of others. A lecturer will
not, of course, start counting commas: he won’t need to.
It will be obvious that the style has changed even if it is
not obvious exactly how it has changed.

Even if the lecturer cannot find the book or web site
from which you have copied, you may still get into trou-
ble. We naturally expect you to understand your own
work, and to be able to explain it when asked to do so.
If there is suspicion that you do not understand the code
that you have written, or the report that you have pro-
duced, you may be required to see the lecturer concerned
and explain what you have written. For the final-year
undergraduate project report or MSc dissertation—the
point at which you will be most tempted to plagiarize—
every student has to give a presentation on the work
done, and every student has to answer questions about
the work from the supervisor and examiner.

3.2 The consequences of plagiarism are severe

If you are found guilty of plagiarism, you will normally
be given zero marks for the piece of work in which the
plagiarism has occurred. If this is the final report for
your project or dissertation, zero marks will mean that
you fail your project or dissertation. This will almost
certainly mean that you will not have enough credits to
be awarded a degree.

The department also has the power to impose a fine.
In addition, it may put a report about the plagiarism into
your file; this will affect any reference concerning you
that the department gives to a potential employer.

The penalties for a second case of plagiarism are even
more severe.

The University’s regulations on plagiarism can be
found under Paragraph 11 (Academic Misconduct) of the
Regulations for the Conduct of Examinations and Other
Forms of Assessment in Section F of the University Cal-
endar (University of Surrey, 2003).

4 How to acknowledge copied material

This section gives some guidelines for how to make your
acknowledgements clear.
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4.1 References

If you are writing an article, report or dissertation, you
should have a section at the end listing all of the works
that you have consulted for information. There is an ex-
ample at the end of this document.

You should include everything (including web sites)
that you have found useful, regardless of whether you
have referred to it in the main text.

4.2 Quotations

Whenever you quote what someone else has written,
please make sure that you quote the exact words: do not
change them for any reason. You need to make clear:

1. who is the author of the material you are quoting;

2. what work (book, article, web site) the material
comes from;

3. where the quotation starts and ends.

The easiest way to do this is by referring to something
that appears in your references section (see Section 4.1).
If it is a very short quotation, you can simply enclose it
in quotation marks to indicate where it starts and ends;
for instance, I might mention Hilaire Belloc’s insistence
in (Belloc, 1964) that ‘a Trick that everyone abhors in
Little Girls is slamming Doors’. It is made clear imme-
diately who originally wrote the line; anyone wanting
full details of the book in which it appears can look it up
in the references.

A longer quotation needs to be separated from the
main text by a gap beforehand and afterwards, and the
quotation indented. The first part of Chapter 7 of Lewis
Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland (Carroll, 1954) reads

There was a table set out under a tree in
front of the house, and the March Hare and
the Hatter were having tea at it: a Dormouse
was sitting between them, fast asleep, and the
others were using it as a cushion, resting their
elbows on it, and talking over its head. “Very
uncomfortable for the Dormouse,” thought Al-
ice; “only, as it’s asleep, I suppose it doesn’t
mind.”

The table was a large one, but the three
were all crowded together at one corner of it.
“No room! No room!” they cried out, when
they saw Alice coming. “There’s plenty of
room!” said Alice indignantly, and she sat
down in a large arm-chair at one end of the
table.

As before, the text immediately before the quotation
makes it clear who the author is; and the indentation
leaves the reader in no doubt as to the start and end of
the quotation.

Please remember that although quotations are help-
ful for introducing topics, supporting your ideas and
summing up, it is usually a bad idea to incorporate
lengthy quotations into your work, even where properly
acknowledged. We mark you according to your own
level of understanding, and the contribution you have
made; and although quotations from others can demon-
strate the value of your own work, they will not earn you
credit on their own.

5 How to avoid plagiarism

The following tips will help you to avoid plagiarism
in your work, and particularly in your dissertation:

Do not copy, paste, and then edit. If you copy mate-
rial and then edit it, you will always end up stealing
someone else’s ideas.

Only copy and paste for acknowledged quotations.
It is never wise to use copy and paste except when
giving a direct quotation. You must make sure all
your quotations are clearly marked as such: see the
examples in Section 4.2.

Write with your books closed and your browser hidden.
As a rough guide, if you can write a paragraph
without looking at a book or at a web site, you are
probably not plagiarizing. If you need to look at
the book or web site as you write, you are almost
certainly copying too closely.

Never write anything you do not understand. If you
do not understand what is in your work, you can-
not be given credit for it. If you are aware that you
do not understand what you are writing, you should
take this as a strong indication that you are copying
someone else’s work too closely.

If in doubt, give a reference. Whenever you are not
sure whether what you have written is too similar
to someone else’s work, play it safe and give a ref-
erence. Plagiarism is too serious an offence for you
to risk committing it.

The most important piece of advice is: remember that
your supervisor is there to help you. If you are not sure
about what to do, please ask.
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