PLAGIARISM

What is plagiarism?

“To steal, or use without credit, the ideas or words of another, to pass off another’s words or ideas as one’s own” (Webster’s Ninth New College Dictionary, 1984).  (By attributing the aforementioned definition to Webster’s Dictionary, I did not plagiarize.)  Basically, plagiarism is taking ideas from someone else and using them as your own without providing a citation and/or without being granted permission from that person.  It can be deliberate, or it can be a mistake.  Either way, plagiarism is a serious offense.  FYI: Copying another student’s work is plagiarism.

Can you use whatever information is available to you?

There will generally be a statement on a website or somewhere within a text if the author does NOT grant permission for others to use his/her information.  You may use any information as long as you cite your source and you have permission from the author.

Do you ALWAYS have to cite a source?

No.  However, this can only occur if the information is common knowledge.  Common knowledge can be determined using the rule of five.  If five sources contain the exact same information, then you can assume it is common knowledge.  For example, famous dates and holidays, basic techniques, and known definitions do not need to be cited, among others.  If you can assume the average person would know the information, you do not have to cite it.  If it is your own personal thought, you do not have to cite it.  However, and this is important, even if it’s common knowledge but you still paraphrase or use another person’s words, it is considered plagiarism.  (Please note: The only reason I provided a citation for the definition of plagiarism, mentioned above, is because I took the entire definition from Webster’s Dictionary.  Had I provided my own widely known definition, as I did after the one from the dictionary, I would not need to cite it.)  

When do you HAVE to cite a source?

Anytime the information is not your own.  When you have used an idea, thought, quote, or any other bit of information that belongs to another individual, you MUST provide a citation, even if it is not a direct quote.  If you paraphrase, you need to cite your source.  If you quote someone, you need to cite your source.  If it wasn’t your original idea, you need to cite your source.
This is what it boils down to: If you are in doubt, simply cite it.  There is no harm in providing a citation if you are unsure.  The easiest way to avoid plagiarism is to do things in advance.  You are more likely to plagiarize when you are rushing to get things done.

Examples:

	Do not need citations:
	Need citations:

	Christmas day is December 25th.

(Common knowledge)
	“Christmas day is determined by various traditions rather than relying on historical research, which generally points to dates earlier in the year” (www.wikipedia.org).
(By the way, wikipedia isn’t always a reliable source…Be careful.)

	Inconspicuous means that something or someone is not very noticeable.  
(Average person should know)
	According to Dictionary.com, inconspicuous means “not prominent or readily noticeable.”  (I don’t need to cite it afterward because I already mentioned it before the quotation.)

	In the game of softball, players use the on deck circle to prepare for their next at bat. 
(Average person should know)
	Beabetterhitter.com encourages batters to use the on deck circle to analyze what is going on in the game at a given time. “Analyzing the situation helps you go up to the plate with a purpose” (www.beabetterhitter.com).  (I first used information paraphrased from the website and then I used a direct quote.  Notice, both required citations.)
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