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The study examined university students’ plagiarism in completing written assignments. The 

specific aspects studied were frequency of citation and help-seeking strategies, attitudes towards 

penalties for plagiarism and rationalisations for omission of citations. Questionnaires were 

distributed at the beginning and end of an Academic Reading and Writing course at a Malaysian 

public university. The analysis of 169 pre- and 126 post-questionnaires indicate that after formal 

instruction on citation conventions, self-reports of appropriate citation and help-seeking 

strategies for assignment completion increased. There were no significant changes in self-reports 

of unethical help-seeking strategies but the respondents reported significantly less use of some 

unethical citation strategies. Surprisingly, at the end of the semester, fewer students agreed that 

students caught for plagiarism should fail the assignment, possibly due to heightened awareness 

of their own assignment completion strategies which run into plagiarism. In the post-

questionnaire, fewer respondents justified omission of citations on the grounds of lack of 

knowledge and non-deduction of marks for omitting citations in assignments. With an increase in 

appropriate assignment completion strategies and a concomitant decrease in inappropriate 

strategies, there is a lessened need to resolve the cognitive dissonance arising from inconsistency 

between maintaining a moral self-image and committing academic misconduct. 
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Introduction   

 

The two main forms of academic dishonesty are cheating on examinations and plagiarising 

written assignments (Antenucci, Tackett, Wolf, & Claypool, 2009) but this paper focusses on the 

latter. Prevalent plagiarism is a problem in academic settings because it erodes the core of honest 

scholarship.  

 

Certain factors have been found to be associated with academic misconduct. Gederman’s (2000) 

review showed that men are more likely to engage in academic misconduct and having peers 

who cheat, instructors with indifferent attitudes towards cheating and unclear university integrity 

policies induce academic misconduct (as cited in Stuber-McEwen, Wisely, & Hoggatt, 2009). 

The cultural background of students has also been investigated as a factor influencing plagiarism 

behaviour. Some studies have shown that East Asian international students tend to plagiarise 

(e.g., Zobel & Hamilton, 2002) and the behaviour has been attributed to memorisation as a way 

of learning (McDonnell, 2004, as cited in Zafarghandi, Khoshroo, & Barkat, 2012). However, 

Maxwell, Curtis, and Vardanega (2008) found no differences between Australian and Asian 

students in their perceived seriousness or understanding of plagiarism from their study of 267 


