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Plagiarism: what it is, and how to avoid it 

Plagiarism 
Plagiarism is presenting other people’s work as if it were your own. It is a serious matter, 

and the University has a set procedure to deal with this. Confirmed cases may result in 

students failing all or part of the module and may also be referred to the University 

authorities for further consideration. Avoid even the risk of plagiarism by doing the 

following: 

• As far as possible, summarise, in your own words, material from outside sources; 

• Do not copy out chunks of a book/article/report, or cut and paste 

• Always name the sources you have drawn upon. For the Department’s 

conventions on referencing see: The Reference Point 

• Use exact quotations of another author’s words, use quotation marks to indicate 

this, and reference the source fully, both in the text and in the reference list; 

• Reference all material, including ideas, which is not either your own work or 

common knowledge. 

 

Collusion 
Collusion occurs when two or more students co-operate to produce work, which is then 

submitted for assessment as the work of a single student. Collusion does not include 

work which is required to be submitted by a team as part of the assessment. Collusion 

occurs when a student: 

• Knowingly submits work done in collaboration with others without the approval 

of the assessor. 

• Collaborates with another student in completion of work which he/ she knows is 

intended to be submitted as that student’s own, unaided work. 

• Knowingly permits another student to copy all or part of his/her work and to 

submit it as the other student’s unaided work.  

This deception is a serious form of cheating and again the Department will investigate 

suspected cases and where it confirms that collusion has taken place, both parties will fail 

all or part of the module and again the case may be referred to the University authorities 

for further consideration. 
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Consequences of Plagiarism 
The University has a clear and strict policy on plagiarism. You can read it here. 

If a lecturer suspects that your work shows evidence of plagiarism, it will be reported to 

the Head of Department. The Head of Department will look at the work and review the 

concerns of the lecturer. If it looks like you are claiming credit for work that is not your 

own, the Head of Department will first determine whether you have been reported 

previously for plagiarism. If you have not been reported previously for plagiarism, either 

in Geography or elsewhere in the University, you will be invited to a meeting with the 

Head of Department. You will get an opportunity to explain how the appearance of 

plagiarism has arisen. If the Head of Department decides that this is a case of plagiarism 

you will be given the opportunity to submit a replacement assignment but that will have a 

cap of 40% to the mark it may be awarded. The Head of Department will make a report to 

the Registrar and you will then have a recorded case of plagiarism. If you have been 

reported previously for plagiarism, the Head of Department will prepare a report on 

the suspected plagiarism and this will be referred directly to the Registrar and ultimately 

to the Academic Discipline Board—the members of the Board are given here. At this point, 

the Board will offer you a hearing to answer the case. After that they will make a 

determination of the facts of the case and, in light of that, may impose various penalties up 

to and including expulsion from the University 
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Essential guidance for avoiding plagiarism 

Advice from Professor Gerry Kearns 
 

Academic Integrity 

University work must meet the professional standards of honest and moral behaviour for 

academic work. The organisation that validates the quality and standards of universities in 

Ireland, Quality and Qualifications Ireland, reminds us that the purpose of assessment is 

‘to ascertain understanding and demonstrate the achievement of specific learning 

outcomes.’ It is illegal, according to the Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education 

and Training) (Amendment) Act 2019, to do work on behalf of someone else and the QQI 

is empowered to prosecute those who cheat for others. The university is committed to 

making cheating difficult and to prevent students cheating their way to a degree. We all 

have a role to play if we are to have a community based on honesty, fairness, respect, and 

responsibility. Students need also to have the courage to do the right thing even when they 

face serious challenges. The QQI tells us that students must ‘ensure that all submitted work 

for assessment purposes in an academic setting […] correctly acknowledges the source of 

any data which is not original to the learner.’ To understand what this requires you need 

to familiarise yourself with the natures and risks of plagiarism. Plagiarism is taking credit 

for the work of someone else. You avoid plagiarism by composing your answer for yourself 

while giving credit to your sources. 

 

A. The forms of plagiarism 

There are three main ways that plagiarism arises. 

 

1. Using the words of someone else without proper acknowledgement 

Sometimes you will think it helpful to use the words of someone else in your essay. This 

may be because you want to discuss further something you have read. It may be because it 

is a particularly concise statement of something. In any such case you must indicate that 

the phrase, sentence or short paragraph is the work of another person. You should put their 

words in quotation marks—” “. You should also give a reference to the source. In the text 

of your essay and immediately following the quotation you should give the source in some 

form similar to this—(Bloggs, 2008: 33). The first part of the reference here is the author’s 

surname and the year of publication, and this tells the instructor where in your 

bibliography they can find the full details (and this is why your essay must have a 

bibliography). The part at the end is the page number where the instructor can find the 
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quotation if they wanted to look it up. In this way you have told the instructor your source 

and you have let them check it for themselves. You can find further guidance to referencing 

in The Reference Point: The Maynooth Guide to the Harvard Referencing System, 

available online here. You will also need to consult your lecturer, or module specific 

handbooks, and pay attention to the general practice in the particular subdiscipline of 

Geography you are working in. For example, quotation is more frequent in some areas of 

Human Geography than it is in many areas of Physical Geography. Even if you use the 

words of another person, and you put them in quotation marks and you give the source 

you used, you must still explain in your own words what this means or make it clear from 

the context in your essay that you understand the sense of the quotation. For example, it 

would be perfectly alright for you write something like this—‘The reasons why land values 

are generally high at the core of cities include accessibility and prestige, and these have 

been called the “benefits of centrality” (Christaller, 1945: 66).’ I am telling you where I 

learned about the causes of high land values at the centre of cities and it is clear from the 

context that I understand accessibility and prestige to be what Christaller referred to as the 

“benefits of centrality.” 

 

2. Relying too heavily upon the words of others even with proper acknowledgement 

Remember, we are trying to assess your understanding of what you have read. We can’t do 

that if your essay is mainly composed of extracts from the works of others even if these are 

properly referenced both in text and in your bibliography. One way to avoid this is to 

remember that, when you quote someone’s words, you must show that you have 

understand what is being said. This will mean that most quotations will be accompanied 

by explanatory text of your own relating to the quotation to the question you have been 

asked to consider. Also remember that there is little point quoting your source if there is 

no special reason for doing so. As noted above, this might be because you specifically want 

to discuss in detail the claim made by the author, or it might be because they have expressed 

things particularly clearly and your own explanation can best be developed by elaborating 

upon these quoted words. As a guide for you, it would be odd for quotations in a student 

essay in Geography to make up as much as a quarter of the essay, although for some work 

in Literary Geography that might occasionally occur. In physical geography the level of 

quotation would generally be much less. Therefore, you will also need to consult your 

lecturer, or module specific handbooks, and pay attention to the general practice in the 

particular sub-discipline of Geography you are working in. 
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3. Using the work of others without proper acknowledgement even where no direct 

quotation is included 

You are always being asked questions that require you to draw upon the work of others to 

answer them. We need to know the source of your information. For example, if you were 

asked how central places develop in a predominantly agricultural society, you might talk 

about Walter Christaller’s central place theory that you read about in a book by Peter 

Haggett. If so, you might write something like this—‘In agricultural societies, the bringing 

of food to market may cause the development of market towns. Christaller argued that 

these would likely be relatively evenly spaced across the landscape (Haggett, 1965).’ You 

are telling your instructor that this idea comes from the work of Christaller and that you 

learned about this in the book by Haggett, the details of which you will provide in the 

Bibliography at the end of the essay. In other words, you must give a source even where 

you do not directly quote words from that source. 

 

B. Avoiding Plagiarism 

1. Taking notes 

It is very dangerous to take notes by cutting-and-pasting from things you read online. If 

you do make notes like this, then, at the very least put quotation marks around everything 

you insert from another place and make a note to yourself of its source. This is laborious 

but necessary. It is far better to make notes in your own words. Even if you download the 

source onto your laptop, notes in your own words can capture your understanding when 

the reading is fresh in your mind. You might read a paragraph and make a note to yourself 

if there is something there that could be useful in your essay and this, then, will be your 

understanding of the relevance of that part of the article you were reading. We might 

imagine note-taking as leaving a record for ourselves of what we understood when reading 

so that we can easily recover that understanding when later we need it again. No one 

remembers all they read and understand without such prompts. It is a sort of conversation 

with yourself, or at least with the future self who will read the notes at some later point. 

When you turn to your notes to compose your essay, it needs to be crystal clear to you 

which words are yours and which come directly from a source. Of course, in your notes 

you will need the full details of your sources so that they can be given in your bibliography. 

You will also want the page numbers for any sections of text you quote into your notes. 
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2. Writing your essay or assignment 

Essays begin with a blank sheet and you have to compose your answer. You will want to 

show you have understood the question set and then you will draw upon your notes about 

your readings in order to compose your answer. It really will not do to copy paragraphs 

from online sources into your essay and then work at disguising this by swapping out 

certain words, or rearranging parts of sentences in a different order. Yes, these will in some 

sense be your words but it is not your understanding. You must read, understand and then 

explain. This is hard work and there is no short-cut. Start with your own words. How would 

you explain this to someone who had not read what you have read? You can go back to the 

sources for illustration and also to document where your ideas come from. But start with 

your own understanding in your own words. 

 

3. Collaborating with other students 

It is a very good idea to talk about your essay with other students, even if they are not taking 

the same course. This helps you clarify your own ideas. Except in cases where group work 

is specifically required, however, the composition of the essay must entirely be your own. 

Remember, plagiarism is taking credit for work that is not your own. If you borrow chunks 

from another student’s essay you both may be complicit in cheating. This is called 

collusion, as has been noted above. Of course, you may not ever submit work written by 

another person as if it were your own. 

 

4. Using Turnitin 

If you submit work via Moodle, it is very likely that you will be able to get a Turnitin report 

on your work. This will identify parts of your essay that have been seen elsewhere. There 

may be very good reasons for this. For example, the details of most of your bibliography is 

very likely to be found in other articles or essays so that these will be highlighted. Any 

quotations you include, even if you put them in quotation marks, will be highlighted but, 

provided you have given your source correctly (see A.1 above) and this does not make up 

too much of your total length of your essay (see A.2 above) there is no problem. Turnitin 

may suggest that various other common phrases (such as “central place theory” or 

“European agricultural history”) are not original to you. This also is not a problem. 

However, if you see chunks of your essay highlighted by Turnitin and you have not given 

a source and it is not a commonly used phrase, you should ask yourself if you have  
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inadvertently copied into your essay something from a source you were reading. You will 

want to rephrase this to ensure that you are writing in your own words. A low “score” in 

Turnitin is no guarantee that there is no plagiarism in your work, particularly if you write 

your essay by copying into it chunks of text that you then amend. This is why it is so 

important to follow good practice in taking notes and composing essays. 
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