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Abstract. This preliminary study explored the level of plagiarism awareness among
Malaysian undergraduates when carrying out their summative assessment. In the field of
language assessment, summative assessment in the form of graded task is regarded as an
effective tool to exercise change as it could highly influence the teaching and learning.
However, concern regarding students’ plagiarism behaviour is increasing despite the
exposure given to them by their respective instructors. Therefore, this study aimed to fill
this gap by investigating if there was any relationship between the students’ perceived
plagiarism awareness with their Turnitin similarity index score of their summative
assessments. The graded task under investigation was in the form of argumentative essay.
Using a quantitative approach, student questionnaire and document analysis were utilised
to elicit data from 30 undergraduates. It was found that although the students appeared to
be aware of plagiarism, their practices in their summative assessment indicated otherwise.
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1 Introduction

In tertiary education, plagiarism is, without doubt, an unavoidable issue both among the
lecturers and the students. It is even more severe when it comes to graded assessment especially
course assignments. This could be attributed to the easy accessibility of vast amount of
information and resources both online and offline. In this study, plagiarism is defined as “the
action or practice of taking someone else’s work, ideas, etc., and passing it off as one’s own; ie
literary theft” [1]. According to an author [2] 15 years ago, there was a steady increase of
academic dishonesty and plagiarism in universities around the world and in 2020, this issue is
progressing at an alarming rate.

Due to the advancement of technology and Industrial Revolution 4.0, more and more
technology has been injected into the teaching and learning system, making it easy for learners
to transfer information from the world wide web into their graded assignments without properly
citing the work. Some were aware of their plagiarism behaviour whilst some appeared to be
rather ignorant about it. In a study on awareness about plagiarism amongst university students
in Pakistan [3], it was reported that quite a large number of university students simply did not
know what plagiarism actually mean. Even if they did know the definition of plagiarism, they
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did not consider plagiarism as wrong, indicating that they were aware of it but they did not
understand what plagiarism is about. This could be the case in the context of the present study,
Malaysia. It was observed that the practice of copy and paste information from other sources,
be it online or offline, without proper citation, into their work and submitted it as their graded
assessment is quite common.

As reported in the literature on plagiarism, various explanations or perhaps ‘excuses’ were
given to justify their plagiarism behaviour, with internet and technology being commonly
blamed as the culprit [4]. Other than that, students” unwillingness to learn was also attributed to
plagiarism [5]. These different contrastive opinions not only create more confusion on this issue
but to this date, the problem related to plagiarism remain unsolved. Students appeared to be
aware of the concept pertaining to plagiarism but to what extent do they actually understand it
is still rather poorly explored. An author [6] explained that sometimes, it was not entirely the
students’ fault when it comes to plagiarism because it could be that the students themselves were
not aware that they were actually plagiarising when referring to others” work with no proper
credit given.

Hence, this present study aimed at exploring the students’ perceived awareness level of
plagiarism and its relation to their actual plagiarism behaviour when carrying out their
summative assessment.

2 Methodology

Quantitative approach was used in this preliminary study by adopting the Plagiarism
Awareness Questionnaire developed by few researchers [2] in their empirical study in Pakistan.
A number of 30 students undertaking Advanced Grammar for Undergraduates at Universiti
Malaysia Kelantan were chosen to participate in this study. Aside from the questionnaire, the
students’ Turnitin similarity index scores for their Argumentative Essay assignment were
recorded as well in order to see the relationship between their perceived level of plagiarism
awareness with their actual writing convention in relation to plagiarism. This is crucial inorder
to see if their perceived plagiarism awareness correlate with their Turnitin score.

3 Discussion of Findings

Out of 30 respondents from the preliminary study, 21 students scored 0% Turnitin similarity
index for their essays. From the cross-section tabulation between gender and students’ Turnitin
score, it was found that all male respondents (n=8) scored 0% as opposed to the female (n=22),
with 58% similarity index being the highest. It was also reported that the students with high
proficiency in English language were not necessarily free of plagiarism.
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Table 1. Students’ awareness of plagiarism

No. Example Strongly Strongly

Disagree Disagree Agree Agree Mean
Al 1 understand the meaning of plagiarism 0 0 53.3 46.7 347
A2 1 understand plagiarism to be wrong 0 6.7 56.7 36.7  3.30

A3 Copying from a book without crediting 33
the source constitutes plagiarism '

A4 If astudent violates the plagiarism policy 0
he/she will be caught

A5 If astudent violates the plagiarism policy
he/she will be caught and face serious 0 13.3 56.7 30.0 3.17
consequences

A6 Our faculty is effective at catching
students who plagiarize

A7 University is effective at catching
students who plagiarize

3.3 40.0 533 343

10.0 56.7 333 323

3.3 16.7 60.0 200 297

0 10.0 63.3 26.7  3.17

Seven items on plagiarism awareness were utilised to examine undergraduates’ level of
awareness in relation to plagiarism. The preliminary findings revealed that majority of the
students understood the meaning of plagiarism but two of them did not think that plagiarism is
wrong. Even though the number is low, it is interesting to note that the students disagree copying
from a book without crediting the source constitutes as plagiarism. In academia, this can be
considered as a very serious misconduct and students especially those who are at the tertiary
level of education are expected to at least be aware of this practice.

As depicted in Table 1, some of the students disagree that if they violated the plagiarism
policy, they will be caught and face serious consequences. This could be attributed to the
findings for items A6, and A7, where both their faculty and university were deemed inefficient
at catching students who plagiarize. Hence, they were of the opinion that it was okay for them
to do it because there would be no serious repercussion of not citing others” works properly.

A crosstabulation between students’ plagiarism awareness level and their Turnitin score
was run and it was found that even if their awareness level on plagiarism was high (Mean =
3.43), they would still plagiarise in their written work (Turnitin similarity index = 58%). It was
safe to assume that they either understood the concept of plagiarism wrongly, or they thought
that they would not be caught for committing an academic crime of plagiarism. They did not
seem to register the seriousness of this issue and this could be because their level of awareness
might not be as high as the postgraduate students who are more exposed to this.

4 Conclusion

From this study, it can be seen that in general, the level of the students’ plagiarism
awareness is quite high and most of them did not plagiarize when carrying out their written
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assignment. However, there were still a number of students who did not seem to fully grasp the
concept of plagiarism and more exposure were deemed necessary at this rate in order to ensure
that this problem could somehow be reduced. There needs to be a clear policy especially at the
faculty level pertaining to plagiarism and the consequences that the students will face if they
commit the ‘academic crime’ in order to instil a sense of responsibility not only to their own
written work, but also when citing others’.

Since this was a preliminary study, the scope was rather limited. Further research should
look more into the writing strategies that students utilised when doing their written assignment
in order to understand the justification behind their plagiarism behaviour further.
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