Academic Integrity

The issue surrounding plagiarism can often be confusing and misunderstood, possibly resulting in fear, frustration, or confusion for students. This seminar, “To Your Credit: Using the Words and Ideas of Others Correctly,” is intended to address your questions and your concerns regarding plagiarism and academic integrity. 
What is academic integrity and why is it so important? That's the subject of this next segment. 

We hear a lot about the word “academic integrity” and like the word “plagiarism,” we don't always understand exactly what that word might mean, so I want to talk a little bit about what the word “integrity” means. Now, if we look at the word integrity in the dictionary, many of us feel that the word “integrity” is simply a synonym for the word “honesty,” but the truth is integrity is more than just simply honesty; the way we tend to think of honesty. I put a few definitions up there that come from the dictionary, and I find that some of the most interesting ones are something like this: “The state of being whole. The state of being entire, undiminished, or sound and unpaired in perfect condition.” 

We think of the famous ship, the Titanic, right? Before the Titanic went on its voyage, it was supposed to have great integrity. It was the greatest ship ever made. As soon as it hit the iceberg, what happened? It sank. No integrity, it wasn't substantial. It wasn't in perfect and sound condition. 

Sp when we think of this word “integrity,” we're talking about the condition of something. I want to refer you to some other websites of other universities that talk about integrity and what they say about it. The University of Oklahoma, I'm going to read their definition of academic integrity, because I think it's very instructive and very clear. 
“Academic integrity means understanding and respecting these basic truths without which no university can exist. Academic misconduct, cheating, is not just against the rules, it violates the assumptions at the heart of all learning. It destroys the mutual trust and respect that should exist between student and professor. Finally, it is unfair to students who earn their grades honestly.”
That definition from the University of Oklahoma helps us understand the complete nature of integrity. It's not just about honesty. If I don't have integrity as an instructor, my students are being shortchanged. If my students don't have integrity and they're cheating and doing all kinds of different things, then for me as an instructor, it breaks down the kind of relationship that we need to have in order for learning to truly take place. Okay? So it's not just honesty.

When we talk about integrity, what other kinds of things that are at stake when it comes to integrity? First of all knowledge. As academics, as students, as people working with research in areas, if we aren't clear on whose ideas are whose, whose words are whose, whose research data is whose, then knowledge become questionable. The whole issue of knowledge and scholarship and information becomes problematic, and there's many cases you can look to in history and in even recent history of where academics, professors even, have written papers, done research, and it's falsified, the kinds of problems that causes in the areas of knowledge and scholarship, and the issue of collaboration also becomes terribly important here. If I'm working together with someone else but not attributing them, I'm not making it known their contribution to my work, then collaboration becomes an issue. 

Now, we know the individual effect. If you as a student plagiarize, you cheat, you don't do your work, then I question your integrity as a person, because you just don't seem to understand the connection between doing your own work and getting your own grade. Okay? Beyond the individual, we have a larger problem here, and it's the institutional problem. If it becomes known that many, many students are cheating at a university, and there are examples of that. I could tell you of a university in Canada where in one class 80 students cheated on an exam. Eighty students. So what does that mean? The integrity of that course becomes questionable, but not only that, the integrity of the degree we get becomes questionable, and so, it's not just about us. Some students tell me, you know what, plagiarism is just an issue if I get caught, doesn't matter, but in fact, plagiarism affects all of us. It can diminish our degree. It can diminish the integrity of the degree we have. 
So, ultimately then, the question becomes who is being affected? Who is being hurt by plagiarism? Now, I'm going to be very clear to you my feeling is that you are being the first person primarily hurt by it. Again, I could tell you many stories of instances where students come and they say to me, "I wish I'd come earlier. I wish I'd understand the issues much earlier," because the one place you're going to have the opportunity and time to develop your writing skills, your researching skills, your citing skills is university. When you get out of university, your boss isn't going to pay you to learn how to cite properly. Your boss isn't going to pay to learn how to write correctly. Okay? So, when you shortchange yourself by not learning these skills, you will affect possibly your career but certainly your skill development.

Secondly, it affects your classmates. How do you feel when you know people got grades unfairly? You're probably not happy about it. They got an A. You worked really hard, and you got a C. That doesn't seem fair. So sometimes, classmates can be very upset and it can cause a lot of trouble. 

One area that we don't think about, that I think we need to think about more, teachers. I'm an instructor. How do I feel? Do I care when students plagiarize? Yes, I do. Why do I care? For me, I care because I trust my students. I put a lot of work into my courses, and I want my students to learn. If my students don't hand in their own work, I feel one, they haven't learned. Secondly, they haven't given me work that's theirs and so I've wasted my time. I've marked papers that they didn't write. I've wasted my time. I'd much rather spend my time with students who do their work and want to learn, and then, I can help in this way. It does affect teachers. We can get upset. We can get angry, because most of us take our jobs very seriously, and we want to truly help students. 

When it comes to academic integrity, the integrity is not just about students, it's about the whole institution. It's about the instructor. It's about the student. It's about the assignment. All of these things need to have integrity in order for the university to function properly and in order for us as individuals to benefit mostly from education and from the degrees we get from the institutions that we study at. 
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