










Cases of Plagiarism and Academic Integrity      John Martin
 
What is Plagiarism and do the students know this? 
 
There is a significant amount of material available detailing precisely what plagiarism is, how to avoid it, and 
what the penalties are for violating the rules.  I feel almost certain that most of this is never seen nor read by 
most undergraduates (or grads, or faculty for that matter), and so it is strongly advised that you do something 
to make students aware of it in your class (mention it before a paper assignment, put in on your first day 
hand-out, ask the professor to include it on the syllabus, etc.). 
 
The Undergraduate Academic Conduct Committee publishes a booklet, Academic Integrity at Northwestern: 
A Basic Guide, which includes the University's "Basic Standards of Academic Integrity" and "How to Avoid 
Plagiarism.".  This can be picked up at the office of the Provost or any of the various schools offices. 
 
There is a very thorough web-site detailing the University’s policies on Academic Integrity at: 
http://www.nwu.edu/uacc/.  This site includes all the relevant “official” information on what it means, what 
the penalties are, etc.  
 
The College of Arts and Sciences  home-page (accessible through the same web-site as above) also has 
a full description of the procedures used in dealing with cases of plagiarism in our area,  which I will 
summarize briefly below, under “What to do about Plagiarism.” 
 
How to Spot Plagiarism: 
 
1. Sudden changes in style or quality of the writing.  They go from basic observations about symbols and 
themes to sophisticated literary analysis and big words that you find yourself having to look up.  The 
contrasts can be amazingly unsubtle.  
 
2. They utilize complex arguments or theories that were never mentioned in class or discussion, like 
psychoanalysis, Marxism, or deconstruction.  Sometimes they get this from other courses, but the level of 
sophistication usually indicates whether or not it’s something that  they’re really familiar with.  Sometimes 
this will come from Introductions, Prefaces, or those essays at the back of the Norton editions, but 
occasionally they’re more obscure. This alone is very difficult to prove unless you find the source.  
 
3. You find that a number of students are making virtually identical arguments or using similar words or 
phrases that were not presented in class.  In one case, we noticed that many students not only used the 
same argument, but the same examples, in the same order!  A clear sign of Cliff’s Notes. 
 
What to do about it: 
 
1. Mark the suspected passages, and make an effort to locate the source.  Cliff’s Notes, Prefaces, or 
accessible essays are usually the best bet.  It will be very difficult to prove, and impossible to punish a 
student without direct evidence.   
 
2. GO DIRECTLY TO THE PROFESSOR.  Do not confront students yourself.  There are all kinds of policies 
and legal matters that you don’t want to get mixed up in, and it’s the professor’s responsibility to see that the 
correct procedures are followed, whether they want to or not!  If the student comes to you with questions 
(because they don’t get their paper or exam back, they don’t have a grade, etc.), refer them to the prof.   
 
3.  You may want to fill the prof in on the student’s background: what year are they (this is sometimes 
relevant if it’s a first offense)? how have they been doing so far?  any previous problems?  The professor will 
also have to consider the nature of the assignment: was it clear?  did they understand the requirements? 
were they allowed to use outside sources?  have they been told how to cite or utilize these sources?   How 
serious or extensive is the plagiarism?  All this will weigh on the decision about whether to punish, and what 
the punishment should be. 
 



4. The Process: Once the prof has seen the evidence and decided that it warrants official investigation, 
he/she has to send it to the Dean of Undergraduate Studies for review.  They make a decision based on the 
evidence about whether or not it is, in fact, a case of academic dishonesty.  Then, based on the seriousness 
of the offense, they can impose any of the sanctions listed below.   
 
5.  Even after this is done, the professor and TA have to decide on a grade for the class.  They can choose 
to ignore it, have the assignment redone, fail the student on the assignment, or fail the student in the class. 
 This is a total judgement call on the professor’s part.   
 
 
 
From the CAS Academic Regulations: 
 
Academic Dishonesty  
 
 In a scholarly community, academic integrity is of the utmost importance. If you are guilty of dishonesty in 
academic work, you may receive a failing grade in the course and be suspended or permanently excluded 
from the University. The brochure "Academic Integrity at Northwestern, a  Basic Guide" details the types of 
offenses that constitute academic dishonesty and contains a thorough discussion of the proper citation of  
sources. You can get this brochure and a handout on how instances of alleged academic dishonesty are 
handled in the College at the Office of Studies. 
 
 
Sanctions  
 
All proven cases of academic dishonesty will be penalized as appropriate under the circumstances. 
Sanctions other than a reduced or failing grade will be imposed by the school in which the student is enrolled. 
The imposition of any sanction other than a private reprimand will include a statement of reasons supporting 
its severity. A student may appeal any finding or sanction as specified by the school holding jurisdiction. 
Sanctions may include but are not limited to: 
 
   1.Reduced or failing grade.  
   2.A letter of reprimand.  
   3.A defined period of probation, with or without the attachment of conditions.  
   4.Withdrawal of University funding.  
   5.A defined period of suspension, with or without the attachment of conditions.  
   6.Exclusion from the University.  
   7.Notation on the official record.  
   8.Revocation of an awarded degree.  
   9.Any appropriate combination of 1-8 above.  


