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ABSTRACT - Plagiarism from the Perspective of Distance Higher Edu-
cation Students. This study aimed to investigate the knowledge of pla-
giarism among undergraduate students at a distance education univer-
sity. A questionnaire was applied to the students, and the content of two
courses and institutional documents were analyzed to identify guide-
lines regarding plagiarism. Plagiarism was not discussed in the courses,
and institutional documents provided inconsistent guidance on how to
address it. Although students claim to know what plagiarism is, the ma-
jority associate it solely with copying content without proper referenc-
ing or citation. According to the students, the main reasons leading to
plagiarism are a lack of organization and motivation for studying, and
a lack of skills for academic writing.

Keywords: Plagiarism. Scientific Writing. Undergraduate Students.
Higher Education. Distance Education.

RESUMO - O Plagio a partir da Percepc¢ao dos Alunos da Educacao Su-
perior a Distancia. Este estudo teve como objetivo investigar o conhe-
cimento do pldgio por alunos de uma universidade de educacéo a dis-
tancia. Para isso, aplicou-se um questiondrio aos alunos e analisaram-
se os contetdos de duas disciplinas e de documentos institucionais
para identificar orientagdes sobre o plagio. Nas disciplinas o tema néo
é discutido e os documentos internos apresentaram orientacdes incon-
sistentes sobre o seu enfrentamento. Embora os alunos afirmem saber
o que é plagio, a maioria o associa unicamente a cépia de contetido sem
a devida referéncia ou citagdo. Segundo os alunos, os motivos princi-
pais que levam ao plédgio sdo a falta de organizacao e motivacdo para os
estudos e de competéncias e habilidades na escrita académica.
Palavras-chave: Plagio. Escrita Cientifica. Estudantes Universitérios.
Educacao Superior. Educacgdo a Distancia.
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Plagiarism from the Perspective of Distance Higher Education Students

Introduction

Plagiarism in academia is not only unethical but also illegal and
immoral since it involves the unauthorized appropriation of another
individual's work. According to the code of conduct of the Sdo Paulo
Research Foundation (FAPESP), plagiarism is defined as “the use of
ideas or verbal, oral, or written formulations of others without giving
them due credit, in a way that reasonably creates the perception that
they are the original ideas or formulations of the person using them.”
(FAPESP, 2014, p. 31). In Brazil, plagiarism is a crime under Law No.
9,610/98 (Brasil, 1998), which regulates copyright, and under Article
184 of the Penal Code (Brasil, 2003).

Plagiarism presents a significant challenge in various higher ed-
ucation institutions and manifests in various forms. Krokoscz (2012)
classifies plagiarism as i) direct — a literal copy of text without appro-
priate citation; ii) indirect — where ideas are reproduced; iii) mosaic —
which reproduces fragments from multiple sources; iv) consensual -
attributing authorship to individuals who did not contribute to the
work; v) cliché — the use of well-known catchphrases created by other
authors; vi) source — the presentation of citations from other works
without proper consultation of the original sources; and vii) self-pla-
giarism - the reuse of one’s own previously published work without ap-
propriate self-citation.

There are several possible causes for the appropriation of ideas
without proper citation by higher education students. Hafsa (2021)
identifies the main factors as follows: a lack of ethical standards among
students; difficulties with time management associated with demand-
ing schedules; procrastination; difficulty with academic writing; defi-
ciencies in foreign language proficiency; and institutional shortcom-
ings, such as insufficient explicit instructions and inadequate punitive
measures. While the phenomenon is widespread, the possible causes
are numerous, complicating a comprehensive understanding of the
phenomenon. Seitenfus et al. (2019) further suggest that a lack of
knowledge about citation norms and an inability to detect plagiarism
in its various forms may lead distance education students to commit
plagiarism. Consequently, plagiarism may be committed unintention-
ally rather than deliberately.

Distance education is situated within a digital and digitized
world, where access to information is increasingly democratized, com-
bined with the almost immediate ease of searching for texts and publi-
cations. Therefore, analyzing the relationship between students and
plagiarism is even more necessary, as the internet proves to be a con-
venient tool for higher education students to commit plagiarism
(Selwyn, 2008). Furthermore, distance education has become prevalent
in Brazil, since between 2011 and 2021 there was a 474% increase in the
number of new students enrolling in distance education programs, and
they currently represent the majority of higher education enrollees
(INEP, 2021).
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This study focuses on the occurrence of plagiarism in academic
and scientific writing among undergraduate distance education stu-
dents. Rather than a general and detached study of students' experi-
ences, this research aims to understand their perspective, who are
more or less critical and familiar with digital technologies in a research
context. We analyzed the Virtual University of the State of Sao Paulo
(Univesp), a higher education institution founded in 2012 that offers
distance education undergraduate programs to approximately 48,000
people (Univesp, 2021e). Most students come from public schools in
the state of Sdo Paulo, Brazil, and a significant portion are responsible
for the family income (Univesp, 2021e).

While there is research on the incidence of plagiarism among stu-
dents at traditional in-person higher education institutions (Barbaste-
fano; de Souza, 2008; Lima, 2019; Ramos; Morais, 2021; Gomes;
Menezes, 2022), few studies evaluate distance education institutions
(e.g., Batistela, 2013; Seitenfus et al., 2019). To date, there has been no
documented research on plagiarism in academic work produced by un-
dergraduate students at Univesp. As a public institution that exclu-
sively offers distance education programs, this study contributes to a
necessary research agenda focused on plagiarism, one of the factors
that undermine the quality of distance education programs (Ferreira;
Mourdo, 2020).

This study aimed to investigate the knowledge of plagiarism
among undergraduate students and its occurrence in academic work at
Univesp. To achieve this, the specific objectives were: i) to identify the
guidelines the University provides to students and staff regarding pla-
giarism in academic work; and ii) to investigate the causes that lead to
plagiarism in students’ academic work.

To identify the University's conduct on plagiarism, institutional
documents and the content of two courses on text production and sci-
entific methodology were analyzed. Data on undergraduate students'
perceptions was collected through a questionnaire about the meaning
and their experiences with plagiarism. The guidelines from the docu-
ments and courses were then compared with the students' perceptions
and attitudes toward plagiarism.

Methods

The Fundacgdo Universidade Virtual do Estado de Sdo Paulo
(Univesp), maintained by the government of the state of Sdao Paulo,
Brazil, was established in 2012 as a distance education institution. Cur-
rently, it offers nine undergraduate programs—teaching degrees in
Language and Literature, Mathematics, and Pedagogy; bachelor’s de-
grees in Information Technology, Data Science, Computer Engineer-
ing, Administration, and Production Engineering; and an Associate de-
gree in Management Processes. In 2021, 48,131 undergraduate stu-
dents were enrolled, with most new entrants that year being the first
generation of university students in their families and coming from
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public schools. Additionally, 43% identified as Black, Brown, or Indig-
enous, and 37% were responsible for their family’s income (Univesp,
2021e).

The University currently offers a range of academic activities, in-
cluding regular courses, the Integrative Project (PI), mandatory and op-
tional internships, and the Undergraduate Thesis (TCC). The PI is a
curricular component designed to facilitate active, group-based re-
search, aimed at developing solutions for real-world problems perti-
nent to students' professional fields. Evaluation of the PI involves the
preparation of reports formatted like technical-scientific papers. In-
ternships involve supervised practical experience in a professional set-
ting and require the submission of reports. The TCC is a compulsory
curricular component that involves creating and defending a scientific
study before an examining committee.

The technical-pedagogical team at the University consists of pro-
fessors, supervisors, mediators, facilitators, and external collaborators
from other universities involved in course development. Professors are
responsible for planning, developing, supervising, and evaluating the
University's pedagogical activities. Course authors are responsible for
creating and selecting content and recording video lessons. Supervi-
sors oversee the academic activities conducted by mediators and facil-
itators. Mediators are responsible for on-site activities at study centers,
with a particular focus on the PI. Facilitators, in turn, maintain asyn-
chronous and synchronous virtual interactions with students and are
responsible for answering queries, moderating forums, grading assign-
ments and exams, and mentoring students through the PI and TCC.
Therefore, facilitators are involved in all curricular components. Medi-
ators are staff members and work 40 hours a week, while facilitators are
master’s and PhD students from public universities in Sdo Paulo who
work as scholarship holders at Univesp. Facilitators are enrolled in a
specialization course on distance education practice and dedicate 8
hours a week to monitoring student activities as part of their profes-
sional development.

In 2021, the University employed 119 mediators and 2,054 facili-
tators (Univesp, 2021e). In regular courses, synchronous support is
provided through weekly 1-hour meetings between facilitators and stu-
dents. For the PI, synchronous support consists of biweekly 1-hour
group meetings, with each facilitator overseeing approximately 10
groups of 5-7 students. Mediators, on the other hand, supervise about
40 groups of 5-7 students, holding biweekly 1-hour meetings for each
group. During the development of the TCC, each facilitator supervises
about six groups of 5-8 students, with biweekly follow-up meetings
lasting about 1 hour. Overall, mediators guide approximately 280 stu-
dents during the PI, while facilitators guide about 70. For the TCC, fa-
cilitators supervise about 48 students.

Analysis of Course Content and Institutional Documents

Institutional documents governing regular courses, the Integra-
tive Project (PI), internships, and the Undergraduate Thesis (TCC) were

Educacéo & Realidade, Porto Alegre, v. 49, 136476, 2024. 4



Campanhao; Medeiros; Santos; Tito; Curcio; Belo; Pereira; Haas

analyzed to identify the existence of plagiarism guidelines directed at
students and tutors (Chart 1). Additionally, the content of two courses
offered to students in the second semester of 2021, Projects and Meth-
ods for Knowledge Production and Reading and Text Production, was

examined.

Chart 1 - Institutional documents with rules and guidelines for regular
courses, internships, Integrative Project, and Undergraduate Thesis

DOCUMENT TITLE DATE TARGET AUDIENCE
Academlg Work Standardiza- 2018 All students
tion Manual
Academic Rules August 2019 All students
General Guidelines for Partic- 2019 Students enrolled in regular
ipation and Evaluation courses
Internship Regulations December 2019 Students enrolled taking an in-
ternship
Undergraduate Thesis Regu- . Students enrolled in the Under-
lati April 2020 -
ations graduate Thesis course
Facilitators and mediators as-
Manual fgr Undergraduate 2021 signed as Undergraduate Thesis
Thesis supervisors :
supervisors
Guidelines for Integrative January 2021 Students enrolled in the Integra-
Project Evaluation Ty tive Project
I . Facilitators and mediators as-
Guidelines for Integrative . . )
Proi 5 January 2021 signed as supervisors in the In-
roject Follow-Up . )
tegrative Project
Guidelines for Integrative January 2021 Students enrolled in the Integra-
Project students y tive Project
Guidelines for Submitting the January 2021 Students enrolled in the Integra-

Integrative Project

tive Project

Frequently Asked Questions
about the Integrative Project

15t semester 2021

Facilitators and mediators as-
signed as supervisors in the In-
tegrative Project

Integrative Project Regula-
tions

January 2021

Students enrolled in the Integra-
tive Project

Source: Prepared by the authors.

Questionnaire Administered to Undergraduate Students

A questionnaire comprising 17 closed-ended and two open-
ended questions! was developed to collect data on students' under-
standing of plagiarism and its implications (Supplementary Material).
The questionnaire is organized into five sections, addressing plagia-
rism from cognitive (awareness of what plagiarism is), ethical (under-
standing the implications of plagiarism), and reflective (personal views
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and explanations for its occurrence) perspectives. The questionnaire
investigated the occurrence of plagiarism in students' academic activ-
ities, the role of tutors in mediating plagiarism, the relevance of reasons
for plagiarism as described in the literature, students' proficiency in ac-
ademic writing, and their opinions on measures for penalizing and pre-
venting plagiarism. The questionnaire was created using Google Forms
and distributed via a link posted in the announcements section of the
virtual learning environment (AVA), which is accessible to all Univesp
students. Data collection took place from October 4 to October 25,
2021. A total of 815 valid responses were received from the 48,131 un-
dergraduate students enrolled in 2021, reflecting a participation rate of
approximately 1.7% of the student body.

The data were analyzed using quantitative and qualitative tech-
niques to identify trends and patterns, allowing for broad and objective
statements about the sampled population. On the other hand, unique
responses were emphasized to highlight variables that are crucial for
understanding and questioning standardized trends. This approach
aimed to uncover information that was not captured or fully under-
stood through the close-ended questions. Therefore, data collection in-
volved a balance between objective measures and discursive elabora-
tion. Responses to close-ended questions were summarized using de-
scriptive statistics and visualized through graphs. The responses to
open-ended questions were compiled, coded, and categorized follow-
ing a qualitative data analysis methodology (Gibbs, 2009). After catego-
rization, the frequency of mentions for each identified category was ob-
tained.

Results and Discussion

Analysis of Course Content and Institutional Documents

The two courses under examination are part of the core curricu-
lum for all programs and aim to introduce students to the fundamen-
tals of academic writing and methodology, including conventions and
ethical issues. Our analysis will concentrate specifically on the course
Projects and Methods for Knowledge Production, as plagiarism and re-
lated topics were not covered in the Reading and Text Production
course. Although the Projects and Methods course primarily discusses
methodology and the presentation of scientific work, plagiarism is only
briefly mentioned in the context of academic norms and ethics. The
following paragraphs detail how plagiarism is addressed and discussed
with undergraduate students in this course.

In a video lesson (Organizacdo, 2021) focused on citation norms,
plagiarism, its definition, and strategies for avoiding it are not ad-
dressed. This course, offered at the beginning of the program, repre-
sents a critical opportunity to introduce and discuss these topics, espe-
cially given the students' demands for institutional treatment of plagia-
rism, as highlighted in the next section. Plagiarism is also absent from
the course’s reference materials, such as the citation style guidelines
provided by Sdo Paulo State University (UNESP, 2020). In the content
on Rigor and Ethics in Research, a video lesson covers principles such
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as consent, reliability, anonymity, and data protection, but does not
discuss originality or plagiarism (A comunicacdo, 2021).

There are two noteworthy approaches in this course. First, a dis-
cussion forum titled Copying without citing the source is an error (A
copia, 2021) encourages students to reflect on the implications of cop-
ying texts in academia. However, the word plagiarism is not used in the
forum's introductory text, it only appears in the comments of some stu-
dents who correctly associate unreferenced copying with plagiarism,
citing ethical and legal implications. Additionally, out of the 11 forums
available, eight were not moderated by tutors. Consequently, a space
intended for thoughtful reflection was underutilized and became a re-
pository of comments based on personal experiences — mostly sup-
ported by common sense. Many of these comments justified or nor-
malized the practice of unreferenced copying, as suggested by one stu-
dent: “If words exist, do they have an owner?” (A cépia, 2021).

Another approach is a practice exercise for academic rewriting
that aims to “[...] present a step-by-step guide on how to rewrite what
you have read.” (Univesp, 2019b). The resource includes a reminder in
its introduction: “[...] it is important to never forget to inform who is
the author of the idea you are presenting. Quoting someone’s idea, di-
rectly or indirectly, without stating who the author is, is plagiarism.”
(Univesp, 2019b). This is the first instance where incoming students are
introduced to the concept of plagiarism, though the resource does not
discuss it as an academic practice or address its legal implications.

The exercise consists of a four-step guide designed to teach tech-
niques for rewriting excerpts from other texts. However, because pla-
giarism is not thoroughly addressed, the exercise risks becoming a
technical tool that may inadvertently facilitate the copying of excerpts
and ideas, rather than teaching students how to creatively engage with
and transform the ideas of others. The exercise suggests fundamental
changes such as replacing words with synonyms, altering sentence
structure and order, and modifying verb tenses, which mainly involve
adapting the copied text with different words. While this exercise is
useful for practicing rewriting, it ultimately promotes paraphrasing ra-
ther than encouraging true intertextuality and original writing. As will
be discussed further, paraphrasing, in addition to being a general prob-
lem associated with plagiarism (Diniz; Terra, 2014), is also a recurring
practice among the interviewed students, who believe that such adap-
tations are sufficient to produce original work or, at worst, avoid detec-
tion by plagiarism software.

The institutional documents for the PI, Internship, and TCC offer
a few ambiguous guidelines on plagiarism and its implications. This
lack of clarity not only reveals a significant gap in addressing the issue
but also reflects a tolerance of practices that complicate both the eval-
uation and penalization of plagiarism. The Undergraduate Thesis Reg-
ulations document (Univesp, 2020) mentions that copying previously
published works is plagiarism under copyright law, with a stipulation
for immediate failure if students engage in such practices. However,
the document does not provide detailed criteria for what constitutes
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plagiarism, merely referencing the applicable copyright law. Similarly,
in the Integrative Project Regulations (Univesp, 2021c), plagiarism is
cited as a criterion for automatic failure. In contrast, the Guidelines for
Integrative Project students (Univesp, 2021b) indicate that plagiarism
may lead to grade deductions or failure, depending on the degree of
similarity identified.

There is also ambiguity in how plagiarism issues are addressed,
as well as the delegation of responsibility to tutors, as detailed below.
As highlighted in the course content analysis, plagiarism is not actively
discussed with students. The Manual for Undergraduate Thesis super-
visors indicates that “[...] it is the supervisor’s responsibility to identify
instances of plagiarism during the work development process and to
suggest pedagogically guided solutions based on bibliographic refer-
ences, aiming to avoid plagiarism in the final version as much as pos-
sible.” (Univesp, 2021a, p. 3). Additionally, these guidelines seem in-
consistent with the Academic Rules provided to students and facilita-
tors/mediators. Although that document does not explicitly mention
plagiarism, referring to it as content similarity, it warns students about
potential penalties while instructing tutors to deduct points “[...] de-
pending on the degree of similarity, [...]” (Univesp, 2019a, p. 6) rather
than failing the student. The lack of clear institutional policies for ad-
dressing plagiarism has been previously identified in other in-person
and distance education institutions (Seitenfus et al., 2019; Gomes;
Menezes, 2022), bringing insecurity to educators regarding actions to
combat plagiarism (Seitenfus et al., 2019).

Two key conclusions emerge from the analysis. First, there is a
noticeable lack of clear and objective discussions about plagiarism
within the courses focused on reading, writing, and scientific method-
ology, which could help clarify both technical and ethical issues related
to the topic. Second, institutional documents exhibit inconsistency in
their treatment of plagiarism: while some documents explicitly con-
demn plagiarism and prescribe automatic failure, others consider it a
lesser issue, resulting in only grade deductions. It is evident that the
university is ineffective in combating plagiarism, both through educa-
tional efforts and the implementation of a clear and comprehensive in-
stitutional policy (Leandro; Figuerédo, 2017). This inefficacy results in
the responsibility for addressing, mediating, and making decisions
about plagiarism being delegated to facilitators and mediators. Conse-
quently, the lack of assertive and informative discussion on plagiarism
ultimately penalizes the student.

Quantitative Analysis of Open-Ended and Close-Ended Ques-
tions

In response to the first question, 84% of respondents indicated
that they understood what plagiarism is, while 11% were unsure, and
5% were unaware. Question 2 asked students to identify which of sev-
eral situations constituted plagiarism. Since all options represented
different forms of plagiarism, it was expected that students would se-
lect all alternatives. The most frequently selected option was Copying
verbatim a text or fragment of a text for your work without citation and
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without including it in the reference list, with 574 responses. Notably,
25% of students selected only this option. Only 287 people selected the
all alternatives option, and nine correctly identified all forms of plagia-
rism, even without selecting the all alternatives option. Therefore, 36%
of respondents demonstrated a comprehensive understanding of pla-
giarism and academic writing conventions. These findings suggest that
many students may mistakenly view certain inappropriate academic
writing practices as acceptable (Ryan et al., 2009; Lima, 2019; Seitenfus
etal., 2019).

Regarding the classification of plagiarism as a crime under Bra-
zilian law (question 3), 87% of respondents indicated awareness of this
fact, while 13% were unaware. When confronted with the definition of
plagiarism adopted by the University (question 4), 89% asserted that
they did not believe they had committed plagiarism or copied content
in their academic work. Similarly, Question 5 revealed that 89% of stu-
dents reported that evaluators had never indicated the presence of pla-
giarism or copying in their activities.

Although only 91 students reported that plagiarism had been
identified in their work (question 5), approximately 200 responded to
questions 6, 7, and 8, which were directed exclusively at students who
answered yes to question 5. This disparity, when compared with the re-
sults from Question 2, suggests that while students may be aware of in-
stitutional guidelines or policies on plagiarism, they often do not fully
understand their content (Ryan et al., 2009). Seitenfus et al. (2019) ob-
served a similar contradiction—most students claimed not to have
committed plagiarism, yet many teachers reported detecting plagia-
rism in student work either occasionally or frequently. Among those
students who had plagiarism detected in their work, the majority indi-
cated that evaluators did not provide clear reasons for why their work
was considered plagiarized or copied (62%) and did not offer guidance
on how to correct it (64%). In question 8, most students (65%) felt they
had not committed plagiarism due to a lack of understanding of what
constitutes plagiarism, suggesting that they may have committed pla-
giarism for other reasons. Furthermore, in question 9, most students
(88%) believed it is possible to develop academic work without com-
mitting any form of plagiarism or copying.

Table 1 summarizes the responses to question 10, which aimed to
assess the importance students attributed to factors identified in the
literature (Comas-Forgas; Sureda-Negre, 2010) as causes of plagiarism.
The following factors were considered highly important by more than
half of the students: procrastination, disorganization and poor time
management, and lack of motivation and interest. Among factors re-
lated to the skills needed to complete academic tasks, the ease of find-
ing content on the internet and a lack of skills in producing academic
work were rated as having the highest importance. These findings are
consistent with those of Comas-Forgas and Sureda-Negre (2010), who
identified lack of time, poor organization and time management, ex-
cessive assignments, ease of obtaining information on the internet, and
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lack of skills for academic tasks as the most relevant factors according
to Spanish university students.

Regarding factors related to instructors and classmates, most stu-
dents identified the lack of clear instructions on tasks as a highly rele-
vant factor. Additionally, students underscored the importance of feed-
back from evaluators, which plays a crucial role in determining
whether plagiarism persists as a behavior or is corrected and addressed
(Santos, 2015).

Table 1 - Percentage of students who attributed high, medium, or low rele-
vance to factors identified as causes of plagiarism in the literature

CAUSES OF PLAGIARISM RELEVANCE (%)
Factors associated with organization . . Don’t
and motivation for studies High Medium Low Know
The habit of doing tasks at the last mi- 545 205 185 6.5
nute
Disorganization and poor time man- 523 296 17.7 75
agement
Lack of motivation or interest 50.6 21.2 20.7 7.5
Excessive numl?er of tqsks from vari- 491 24.0 18.9 8.0
ous courses assigned simultaneously
Lack of time to complete tasks 47.4 27.7 16.6 8.3
The.task hasa shoirt (.ieadllne for prep- 36.2 308 244 8.6
aration and submission
Factors associated with the skills nec- High Medium Low Don’t
essary to complete the task Know
Ease of finding information on the In- 465 293 16.8 74
ternet
Lack.of skill or training to produce aca- 45.2 26.7 19.0 91
demic work
The task to be done is too difficult 34.6 37.3 18.0 10.1
It is easier, simpler, and more comfort-
able than doing the task yourself 31.9 26.6 29.9 115
A feeling that thg task does not contrib- 306 26.0 33.0 104
ute to your learning
You obtain a higher grade than if you
had done the work on your own (lack 29.4 30.3 28.7 11.5
of confidence in your skills)
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Factors associated with instructors High Medium Low Don’t
and classmates Know
Lack of clear instructions on how to 385 244 26.3 10.8
complete the assignment

Suspicion that the instructor/evaluator

does not thoroughly read tasks during 30.4 24.2 27.9 17.5
evaluation

S;l;:r classmates also commit plagia- 19.4 17.9 35.0 277

Source: Prepared by the authors.

When evaluating factors associated with academic writing skills
and competencies, students were asked which databases they con-
sulted most frequently when preparing academic work (question 11).
Google Scholar and Scielo were the most cited sources (40%, 326 re-
sponses); however, the Google search engine was mentioned more fre-
quently (294 responses) than the university’s virtual libraries (159 re-
sponses). Other reliable resources spontaneously mentioned by stu-
dents included physical libraries and thesis repositories. Additionally,
some students mentioned less conventional resources such as news
portals and YouTube, which are not primary sources for scientific work.
Barbastefano and De Souza (2008) identified that university students
often preferred less reliable sources, such as the Google search engine
and Wikipedia. Similarly, Seitenfus et al. (2019) found that 26% of stu-
dents used reliable sources alongside unreliable ones in their research.

Only 34% of students felt they had the necessary skills and com-
petencies to write their first academic assignment at the university
(question 12). In contrast, 27% felt they did not have these skills, and
40% felt they had them only partially. This indicates that more than half
of new students lack the full range of skills required to produce aca-
demic work according to the University's standards. Among those who
reported having some level of skill and competence (question 12), most
stated they developed them in other undergraduate or graduate pro-
grams, while only 110 cited the courses offered by the University as a
source of their academic writing skills (Figure 1).
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Figure 1 - Responses to question 13 “[...] where did you acquire these skills

and competencies?” directed at students who indicated they possessed the

necessary skills and competencies to write an academic assignment when
it was first requested by Univesp.

In high school

In a technical program

In another undergraduate
and/or graduate program

In courses offered by Univesp

From other sources not
indicated by Univesp

Others

Not applicable

o

100 200 300
Number of responses

Source: Prepared by the authors.

When evaluating whether the institution offers courses with suf-
ficient content and guidance for developing the necessary skills and
competencies (question 14), 39% agreed either strongly or partially
with this statement, while 33% disagreed either strongly or partially. A
significant proportion of students chose not to take a definitive stance,
selecting the neutral option (Figure 2).

Figure 2 - Responses to question 14: “Univesp offers courses with sufficient
content and guidance for the development of the skills and competencies
necessary for academic writing. To what extent do you agree or disagree
with this statement?”

1 268
200 200
136
118
; - - -
0

Strongly agree Agree Neutral Disagree  Strongly disagree

Number of responses

Note: The average (2.76) is represented by the dashed line.
Source: Prepared by the authors.

When asked if they felt confident and capable of reading and in-
terpreting academic texts, relating them to each other and their re-
search, and producing an original academic text in their own words
(question 15), the responses were varied: 46% of students felt confi-
dent, while 45% felt only partially capable, and 9% felt they were not
capable at all. These findings suggest that a significant number of stu-
dents have not yet fully developed the skills and competencies required
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to meet the University’s standards for academic work. This under-
scores the persistent challenge of mastering academic writing through-
out the undergraduate program (Ryan et al., 2009).

Among the most effective measures to combat plagiarism (ques-
tion 16), most students (489 responses) emphasized the need for a pla-
giarism detection tool to be used before submitting assignments. In
2021, the University introduced SafeAssign, a system for detecting pla-
giarism within submissions through the Virtual Learning Environment
(AVA), which may address this demand. The second most frequently
selected option was the inclusion of additional resources on academic
writing and plagiarism in the AVA (417 responses). This suggests that
students have recognized a lack of adequate attention to plagiarism
within regular courses, as discussed earlier. Other spontaneous re-
sponses included better guidance from facilitators and mediators, im-
proved orientation on the topic within existing courses, and the intro-
duction of optional courses focused on academic writing and plagia-
rism. These responses reflect a call for a more thorough educational
approach to plagiarism (Adam; Anderson; Spronken-Smith, 2017),
which requires shared responsibility among students, staff, and the in-
stitution (Selwyn, 2008).

Concerning possible penalties for plagiarism (question 17), most
students preferred a more lenient approach, favoring warnings and
counseling from faculty, along with the opportunity to resubmit the
plagiarized work (Figure 3). Few students supported more severe pen-
alties, such as failing the course or expulsion. Some suggested a gradual
penalty approach: issuing warnings and guidance for new students
while imposing stricter penalties for repeated offenses or plagiarism in
the TCC. Others recommended that penalties should be proportionate
to the severity of the plagiarism detected. Similarly, Lima (2019) found
that students favored dialogue, the opportunity to revise and resubmit
work, and invalidation of the plagiarized activity, with fewer endorsing
harsher measures like criminal charges or failure. Therefore, students
emphasized the need for constructive feedback from the pedagogical
team to improve their academic work without facing severe penalties
(Adam; Anderson; Spronken-Smith, 2017). This approach is also pre-
ferred by professors, who generally advocate for penalizing only in in-
stances of repeated offenses and following the severity of the plagia-
rism (Gomes; Menezes, 2022).
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Figure 3 — Responses to question 17: “Regarding penalties for plagiarism,
which do you believe Univesp should adopt?”

The student should receive a warning
and counseling from the faculty

The student should receive a zero on the
assignment in which plagiarism occurred

The student should redo and resubmit
a new assignment

The student should fail the course

The student should be expelled from
the University

Others

None of the above

o

200 400 600
Number of responses

Source: Prepared by the authors.

Given that 87% of students acknowledged that plagiarism is con-
sidered a crime (question 3), it is surprising that the majority favor le-
nient penalties or no penalties at all. This discrepancy likely reflects a
fear of severe consequences, such as failing or expulsion. Despite their
awareness of the implications of plagiarism, students seem to seek to
avoid harsh penalties while continuing to engage in such practices
(Sureda, Comas, & Morey, 2009). Even with a full understanding of
moral and ethical standards, students continue to commit plagiarism
without adequately assessing the potential consequences, hoping to
evade any substantial reprimand.

A punitive approach should not be the primary corrective meas-
ure; rather, the focus should be on developing students' interpretive
and writing skills. When these skills are well-developed, the need for
deliberate copying without proper attribution diminishes. According to
Santos (2015), when students stop viewing evaluative tasks as punish-
ment and begin seeing them as integral to their learning process, they
become more engaged in producing original work. Therefore, univer-
sity policies should foster sound academic practices rather than focus-
ing solely on imposing penalties, as many students struggle to under-
stand why unintentional plagiarism is deemed dishonest (Adam; An-
derson; Spronken-Smith, 2017).

In response to question 18, which explored the factors leading
students to commit plagiarism, 22 distinct categories were identified,
each receiving at least two mentions (see Supplementary Material). The
most frequently cited cause was a lack of knowledge and skills for pro-
ducing academic texts (278 mentions). Additionally, 143 and 106 stu-
dents mentioned, respectively, a lack of time for studying and a lack of
commitment to the undergraduate program. Other significant reasons
included the convenience of copying readily available content from the
internet (60 mentions), and inadequate guidance from Univesp (59
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mentions), including insufficient course content, materials, and sup-
port from facilitators and mediators. Intrinsic factors related to dis-
tance education were mentioned only five times. These findings align
with observations by Adam, Anderson, and Spronken-Smith (2017),
highlighting that students' responses predominantly reflect common
themes in the literature — plagiarism as a moral and legal issue, and a
consequence of deficiencies in academic writing skills.

In question 19, which asked about the acceptability of plagiarism
in academic work, most students (436 mentions) indicated that plagia-
rism is not acceptable. However, 95 students suggested it might be per-
missible in specific situations, such as when committed by beginners
or unintentionally. Additionally, 83 students argued that plagiarism
should be acceptable, although many have confused plagiarism with
direct and indirect citations. These responses reveal that many stu-
dents do not fully understand what constitutes plagiarism, why, and
how to avoid it (Adam; Anderson; Spronken-Smith, 2017; Seitenfus et
al., 2019). The belief that direct citation is inappropriate underscores
this lack of proficiency with academic writing conventions (Ryan et al.,
2009).

Analysis of Open-Ended Responses

This section aims to explore and present the nuanced perspec-
tives of students as captured through their open-ended responses.
They reflect their freedom and autonomy in crafting their views, high-
lighting an essential aspect of addressing plagiarism: creativity. We
have preserved the responses in their original form, including their
style, spelling, and grammar. We selected responses that provided less
obvious insights and that could assist in developing strategies to com-
bat plagiarism in ways that are closely related to the practice of scien-
tific work.

Justifications for plagiarism were generally based on reasons
such as a lack of time, laziness, fear of making mistakes, and lack of
information. These factors will be explored in more detail below. Con-
cerning penalties, there is widespread agreement that warnings and
grade reductions are necessary. The more closely the concept of pla-
giarism aligns with common sense, the more it is understood as a
crime. The relationship with punishment arises from this perception,
even in cases of contradiction — when the student claims to be una-
ware of what plagiarism is, but still acknowledges the need for punish-
ment. This reflects a sense of anguish — not knowing about the subject,
but fully understanding it through its consequence: the crime.

It is important to recognize two common influences reflected in
student responses, which suggest a background shaped by experiences
in either public or private schools — the punitive culture and a limited
understanding of scientific research. These factors contribute to a sig-
nificant gap that students encounter when transitioning from basic ed-
ucation to university, particularly in their struggle with academic writ-
ing. This gap is a consequence of the lack of a research-oriented learn-
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ing culture in basic education. Many university students frequently re-
port past experiences of being encouraged to copy content from the in-
ternet for their assignments (Barbastefano; De Souza, 2008). As a result,
they arrive at university with the misconception that research involves
compiling and reproducing fragments from other texts (De Lima; Souto
Maior, 2019).

Response 123 reflects this issue: “the method we were taught in
the past: copying from the blackboard, memorizing the multiplication
table. It did not prepare us to believe that we are capable of writing our
academic assignments.” This highlights the need to provide students
the confidence and autonomy to view themselves as knowledge-pro-
ducing subjects. Contact with scientific inquiry and critical thinking,
which provides students with the confidence to have a voice?, often sur-
prises students in their initial university experience. This shock experi-
ence can be unsettling, as it questions established habits from prior
schooling, without clarifying the role of science and how to engage with
existing knowledge.

These issues reflect a limited understanding of the reconstructive
role of science (Demo, 2011a) and of originality that is not tied to strict
purism. Specifically, students frequently interpret others' words uni-
laterally — failing to recognize the role of dialogue among multiple au-
thors in contextualizing information within academic work. Conse-
quently, students often lack an understanding of originality in writing
as the ability to recreate meaning through intertextuality — connecting
their ideas with existing knowledge and using synthesis to achieve this
(Pinto, 2016).

Many issues can be traced to a minimal understanding of scien-
tific work, as evidenced by responses reflecting insecurity, such as: “[...]
the fear of making mistakes is greater.” (Response 44). This raises a fun-
damental question: science is also built on mistakes. What concept of
science does this student hold? Viewing academic work as merely a
matter of right or wrong misunderstands the scientific and critical na-
ture of university education. It also highlights the lingering influence of
a traditional educational approach that emphasizes finding the correct
answer. Students often enter university expecting a reproduction of
their basic education experience, characterized as a sequence of “[...]
listening, copying, reproducing, and taking exams.” (Demo, 2011b, p.
55). It is no coincidence that the feeling of school being out of context
with its time reveals symptoms, strongly observed today, that even in-
habit common sense. Response 159 illustrates the confusion between
school activities and research, particularly regarding the concept of
plagiarism: “[...] plagiarism as copying should not be accepted, but
when it comes to a work for which we did not conduct the research,
obviously everything that is written is based on other works.” But pla-
giarism is copying, after all, relying on others' work is inherent to aca-
demic writing and there are formal guidelines for proper citation.

Some responses attribute plagiarism to laziness, a factor previ-

ously identified as a major cause among university students in Portugal
(Ramos; Morais, 2021) and Brazil (Gomes; Menezes, 2022). However,
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this issue involves more than just a lack of motivation. It also includes
alack of confidence, with some students using plagiarism as a strategy
to mask their demotivation. Their statements reveal not only laziness
but also a reluctance to develop an authorial voice. This apathy toward
engaging critically with sources can lead to an identity crisis as an au-
thor and, ultimately, to plagiarism (Pittam et al., 2009). The emphasis
on obtaining a degree or passing a course, rather than genuine learn-
ing, reflects a bureaucratic approach to education, and this mindset
impacts scientific work and the perceived value of science.

In this context, Response 37 is particularly intriguing: “The fact
that it is virtual. at distance.” It suggests that the virtual nature of dis-
tance education might lead to a sense of ease or complacency and pos-
sibly a diminished respect for non-face-to-face education. This senti-
ment is echoed in other responses that reflect a peripheral engagement

with the university, for example: Response 7: “[...] lack of time [...]”; Re-
sponse 20: “Lack of commitment to the program [...]”; Response 58:
“Not taking activities seriously [...]”; Response 151: “Insecurity, com-

placency, and laziness”; Response 64: “[...] in the specific case of
Univesp and other distance education programs, the accumulation of
activities by students — who balance work, family, and household
chores, for example — ends up pushing them to plagiarize texts. [...]”;
Response 413: “Distance education, lack of student-teacher contact,
lack of student commitment and responsibility, access to facilities that
shorten the path.”

Some responses suggest a need for a deeper understanding of
both the nature of university education and the specific characteristics
of distance education. This includes recognizing how science is con-
ducted through digital methods, communication networks, and vari-
ous tools, all of which require a methodological approach. The virtual
environment can seem less tangible, potentially fostering a sense of an-
onymity or lawlessness that may make deceptive practices seem more
permissible — not coincidentally, phenomena like fake news and post-
truth arise from the anonymity of the virtual world. This is reflected in
Response 562, which notes: “The feeling that no one will discover that
plagiarism was committed.”

Other responses highlight a lack of guidance, as in Response 59:
“The lack of a more flexible library to collect citations more easily and
relate them to what is being addressed to make the conclusion more
effective in individual dissertation writing. [...]”. This reflects a need for
students not only to learn but to master internet research, which is not
always flexible. Scientific research involves mastering citation norms
and work structuring; however, it also relies on individualized practices
such as reading, critical interpretation, and elaboration (Demo, 2011b).

The concept of a dissertation reveals the need to grasp academic
genres, as it represents a more comprehensive scholarly production
that extends beyond the scope of a single course. Response 82 reflects
this issue: “In my case, the methodology course was taught in the last
semester, which made my entire undergraduate program difficult [...]”.
This statement highlights a structural problem related to guidance and

Educagdo & Realidade, Porto Alegre, v. 49, €136476, 2024. 17



Plagiarism from the Perspective of Distance Higher Education Students

the progression of knowledge construction, pointing to a gap that ex-
tends back to basic education and its connection with scientific learn-
ing.

Response 114 states: “I think if you put the author in the refer-
ences it should be accepted, because it is very difficult to write some-
thing different if all the texts you read are the same.” Similar texts are
important for theoretical grounding and clarifying study paths. How-
ever, the idea of writing differently should be thought of as a means of
guiding students. Writing differently should not be confused with writ-
ing critically; rather, it should be seen as a method to address plagia-
rism as a mechanical modification of existing content.

In this context, none of the collected responses reflect an under-
standing of the student as an active participant who engages with texts
by relating them to other authors in line with their own objectives and
critical intentions. In other words, there is a lack of recognition that
reading is an interactive process involving the integration of infor-
mation from various sources to achieve cohesion and coherence in
one's own writing. It is important to clarify that while this approach
does not guarantee complete originality — since scientific work is in-
herently reconstructive (Demo, 2011a) — it should be an integral part
of the guidance provided to students.

Response 176 shows a semantic confusion about plagiarism:
“The Author does not own the thought, idea, or words. Copying is dif-
ferent from similarity. Caution is needed when considering plagiarism
to be an identical sentence or a paragraph with a similar conclusion;
this is not the same as an extensive verbatim copy of a significant por-
tion of the work”.

What could be understood by an identical sentence? This percep-
tion reveals a confusion between meaning and form, suggesting a lack
of confidence in addressing the subject and a need for clearer guidance.
To address this, reading exercises should position students as active
participants in engaging with texts, and paraphrasing could be em-
ployed to consolidate the literature survey. Establishing similarity
based on a solid theoretical foundation will help distinguish between
indirect citation and mere coincidence. In Response 751, there is a ten-
dency to express ideas through close, nearly one-sided interaction with
another's words: “[...] There are some ways of talking about a subject
that make it almost impossible not to use the same phrase if you agree
with that opinion. In my opinion, the person must cite the source in the
work, but not necessarily that the entire work is a copy.” Agreeing with
an opinion does not necessarily lead to similar sentences, as one can
agree within the scope of the research. Students must be aware of their
text as a way to engage with and build upon another's work. Response
657 highlights the urgency for strategies to effectively engage with an-
other's text: “[...] students often do not have adequate teaching about
the rules or a deep understanding of the subject studied to create ram-
ifications from it. [...]” What are the strategies for learning to create
these ramifications? Response 268 points to this deficiency: “[...] peo-
ple sometimes read articles and use them as a source but with their own
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writing.” This evidences the need for a strategy that encompasses the
student's relationship with their own voice and guidelines of their text,
as in Response 293: “[...] because it becomes almost impossible to de-
velop a work without citing another.”

Response 278 reveals a student’s conception of science: “[...] To-
day, everything has already been done, and as the saying goes, nothing
is created, everything is copied.” This viewpoint reflects a culture of
knowledge exhaustion and media-driven stereotypes, suggesting that
science is perceived as detached from everyday life and shrouded in
mystique (Demo, 2011b). In this context, understanding and question-
ing what constitutes originality is crucial. Science is a constructive field
characterized by ongoing inquiry, and thus, is inexhaustible. The per-
ception of knowledge as limited suggests the need to discuss the his-
torical context of knowledge and scientific production. Each historical
moment and technological advancement assumes new questions and
demands. The idea of originality expressed by the student resembles an
unattainable purity. Scientific work should be viewed as small, incre-
mental contributions to collective knowledge, which involves engaging
with and building upon others' ideas. As Demo (2011a, p. 32) eluci-
dates, “[...] the originality expected is not that of a work of art, abso-
lutely irreproducible, but rather that of personal touch, of personal di-
gestion, of specific elaboration; knowledge is not just anything, nor is
it something unattainable.”

Science is a collaborative and evolving endeavor shaped by di-
verse historical contexts. Response 597 reflects the same perspective
presentin Response 278: “[...] Welive in an era where almost everything
has already been said or done and it is becoming increasingly impossi-
ble to create any content that is 100% original.” This perception is in-
fluenced by a common misunderstanding of scientific research, which
is often portrayed in the media as groundbreaking discoveries such as
those recognized by the Nobel Prize. The news overlooks the extensive
effort involved in research, including the ongoing dialogue with similar
texts, which would demystify the idea of significant discoveries isolated
from everything else. This concept about originality is further reflected
in Response 31: “With each passing day (with the increase in the num-
ber of students in all academic fields), it becomes more difficult to de-
velop entirely original ideas.”

The conditions set by the institution often make the academic
production experience feel rushed, as Response 24 highlights: “because
we have a lot of texts to read, pi, tcc and internships all together, people
do what they can and not how it should be done.” The overwhelming
workload undermines the time available for research, shifting the focus
from quality to quantity. While the TCC and PI differ in their time re-
quirements, they share fundamental similarities. The TCC, being a final
project that integrates accumulated experience, should be approached
as a comprehensive endeavor from the outset, incorporating insights
gained from the PI, rather than a standalone task. However, due to dis-
tinct terminologies used for the TCC and PI, many students start devel-
oping their TCC from scratch, grapple with the fear of self-plagiarism
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due to difficulties in re-contextualizing their previous work, and are left
with just four months to conduct their research. This situation induces
anxiety and a disconnect from their broader academic journey. Dead-
lines and the number of tasks should not overlap, and the TCC should
be planned as a culmination of all prior academic efforts, rather than
as the result of a few months of research. Moreover, re-contextualizing
previous work relies on group consensus, which may not always con-
tribute to the individual academic experience.

Group work is not a problem; indeed, it is a formative differential.
However, the time required to complete the assignment sometimes
disregards participation that needs to start from scratch due to individ-
ual achievements that are sometimes incompatible with collective de-
cisions. This is reflected in the clash of individualities, which shapes
the group’s relationship with plagiarism, as illustrated by Response 21:
“lack of ability to relate topics to the courses taken, Group leadership
that only aims for grades. [...]”. Does opting for plagiarism guarantee a
good grade, much like finding the right answer in school or adhering to
bureaucratic norms in a company for objective results? We need to re-
flect on how negative stimuli and past experiences might create a false
sense of security compared to making mistakes and developing one's
voice. Often, individuals find comfort in group settings where the pres-
ence of others' voices can mask their own absence.

Final Considerations

Plagiarism is not explicitly addressed in the University regula-
tions analyzed, which often feature confusing, subjective, or even con-
tradictory guidelines. Additionally, the courses that could support dis-
cussions on plagiarism and its consequences fall short of openly and
effectively discussing these issues. Students demonstrated a vague un-
derstanding of plagiarism; while most claim to know what it entails,
fewer than 40% can identify it in all its forms. According to students,
the primary causes of plagiarism include poor time management, an
overload of activities, a lack of writing skills, and unclear instructions
for producing academic work. Other notable factors include a lack of
interest, the ease of finding information online, and the pseudo-ano-
nymity of the virtual environment.

The characterization of plagiarism within the distance education
institution studied closely resembles that found in face-to-face educa-
tion. This similarity is marked by the absence of clear policies on pla-
giarism, a preference among students for proactive rather than puni-
tive measures; and common causes of plagiarism such as lack of writing
skills, laziness, convenience, and poor time management. Few students
associated their motivation for plagiarism with aspects intrinsic to dis-
tance education. Conversely, the lack of time for studying — a chal-
lenge students associated with distance education — was frequently
cited as a significant factor contributing to plagiarism.

Plagiarism, beyond being a consequence of inadequate research
culture and related deficiencies — such as poor critical reading skills
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and failure to generate new knowledge—also reflects broader contex-
tual elements within the educational institution. This highlights a gap
in comprehensive discussions on plagiarism with students, including
its various forms and potential consequences. The university needs to
integrate opportunities within the curriculum to encourage students'
engagement with academic textual genres. This should encompass ac-
tivities such as reading, interpretation, note-taking, synthesis, and dis-
cussion of ideas throughout their coursework while valuing individual-
ized academic production.

Plagiarism is closely linked to students' feelings of unprepared-
ness and insecurity, as evident from their responses. This issue be-
comes more apparent when students propose formative measures to
address plagiarism, rather than focusing on punitive approaches. Im-
plementing penalties without proper guidance can exacerbate stu-
dents' fear of making mistakes and lead them to view plagiarism as a
safer alternative to reproducing the correct knowledge. To effectively
address plagiarism, the University must incorporate a proactive strat-
egy within its educational practices. This approach should tackle the
structural and contextual factors driving students to plagiarize. This
proposal is grounded in the principle that fostering a genuine research
culture requires equipping students with the tools to express their per-
spectives. Challenging the notion that anything with a formal appear-
ance is beyond critique is essential. The written word demands original
responses, rather than mere replication of existing ideas.

Addressing plagiarism involves recognizing a context where stu-
dents' relationship with their voice is influenced by experiences that
shape their ability to see themselves as knowledge creators. Under-
standing science as a platform for individuals to express their perspec-
tives, rather than merely absorbing existing information, is crucial to
overcoming the marginalization of individuality and promoting active
participation. Democracy and science share a common value in this re-
gard. To appropriate someone else's voice is to resign oneself to a po-
sition of submission that prevents one from seeing oneself as the au-
thor of their own journey.
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Notes

! Some of the questions included were extracted from Ryan et al. (2009), Comas-
Forgas and Sureda-Negre (2010), UFF (2010), Aratdjo (2017), and Seitenfus et al.
(2019).

2 Here, the author’s voice is understood as “[...] the capacity to make oneself un-
derstood as a situated subject” (Blommaert, 2005, p. 222).
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