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A Behavior Analysis of Plagiarism

Plagiarism occurs when an individual tries “to steal and pass off  (the ideas or words of another) as one's own” or “use (another's production) without crediting the source” (Merriam-Webster, 2006).  Plagiarism is a concern in academia and researchers have begun to address how to teach students how to recognize and reduce plagiarism (Landau, Druen, & Arcuri, 2002).  This paper attempts to specify the variables that may control plagiarism, those that control not plagiarizing, and explores ways to reduce plagiarism.
Variables that May Control Plagiarism

Table 1 depicts the variables that may control plagiarism for a specific individual, Steve. 
Consider the first column, Steve has observed others plagiarize and receive reinforcement (e.g., praise).  Steve also has plagiarized and received reinforcement.  Furthermore, Steve has a history of cheating in other ways (e.g., stealing money from his mother) which have been reinforced through buying various reinforcers. This history of reinforcement should not only increase the frequency of plagiarism in certain settings but the very act of plagiarism should feel “right” in that it may have come to function as a conditioned positive reinforcer!  Contrariwise, to the extent that Steve has seen others caught for plagiarism and has been caught himself for plagiarism or other inappropriate behavior, then the very act of plagiarism should feel “wrong” and might come to function as a conditioned negative reinforcer or punisher. 
	 Table 1: For a Particular Person Variables that May Control Plagiarism 

	Antecedents 
	Misbehavior
	Situational Consequences 


	Delayed Consequences 

	Background factors  

	Situational Antecedents 
	
	
	

	A history of observing others plagiarize and receive reinforcement.

A history of plagiarizing and receiving reinforcement.

A history of other types of cheating and receiving reinforcement.
A history of observing others plagiarize and receive punishment.

A history of plagiarizing and receiving punishment.

A history of other types of cheating and receiving punishment.

	Inadequate repertoire for completing assignment.

Inadequate time allowed to complete assignment.

Announcement of reinforcers involving (e.g.,  cash prize) for adequate completion 
and

Deprivation of money.

Announcement of school policy regarding 

plagiarism
	Plagiarizing  .


	Receiving praise from a teacher.

Completing the assignment on time.

Social approval of others. 
Receiving a cash prize.
	Having a teacher later determine that  plagiarism occurred and punishment
Social

approval for performing well in school 


Variables that May Control Appropriate Behavior 
Table 2 depicts the variables that may control behaving appropriately for the same individual, Steve. This scenario is modified to include several additional antecedents that promote such behavior.  Steve still has a history observing others plagiarize and receive reinforcement.  Steve also has plagiarized and received reinforcement.  Steve has also cheated in other ways which has been reinforced through buying reinforcers.  In addition to the antecedents discussed above, Steve has recently heard an announcement in class stating specific details of punishment for plagiarism and announcements that each assignment will be checked for plagiarism.  Additional antecedents include: (a) receiving training in discriminating between acceptable and unacceptable copying and (b) receiving additional tutoring to increase his writing papers and time management skills.  Now, Steve is confronted with a difficult writing assignment that he has adequate time to complete and he has been told that he will be earn a cash prize for doing well.  Giving these controlling variables, Steve will most likely complete his work on his own.  
One of the main difficulties with the description in Table 2 is that often working on one’s own is not reinforced   For example, consider the controlling variables for John. John has an inadequate repertoire for completing the assignment well and does not plagiarize but suppose that John cannot write well and so earns a low grade.  What will John do in the future given that working on his own has produced a low grade?   
	Table 2:  For a Particular Person Variables that May
 Produce  Appropriate Behavior in the Situation Described in Table 1

	Antecedents 
	Goal Behavior
	Situational Consequences 
	Delayed Consequences 

	Background Factors 
	Situational Antecedents 
	
	
	

	A history of observing others plagiarize and receive reinforcement.

A history of plagiarizing and receiving reinforcement.

A history of other types of cheating and receiving reinforcement.
A history of observing others plagiarize and receive punishment.

A history of plagiarizing and receiving punishment.

A history of other types of cheating and receiving punishment.
Training in discriminating between acceptable and unacceptable copying.
	Adequate repertoire for completing assignment.

Adequate time allowed to complete assignment.

Announcement of reinforcers involving (e.g.,  cash prize) for adequate completion 
and

deprivation of money.
Announcement of school policy regarding 

Plagiarism
	 Turning in one’s own work.


	Doing the assignment well and receiving praise.
Receiving a cash prize.

	Social

approval for performing well in school, such as a positive letter of recommendation (reinforcer)




Decreasing Plagiarism


Although the most common way to decrease plagiarism is through punishment, such as expulsion, this may not be the best way to decrease plagiarism.  By punishing plagiarism, students will learn to plagiarize differently or perhaps for different teachers and not plagiarize in the manner that led them to be caught.  Ultimately, a history of differential punishment for unethical behavior can produce a very “sophisticated” repertoire that does not eliminate the inappropriate behavior.
The tables also suggest how punishment need not be used to reduce plagiarism.  For example, two of the antecedents for plagiarizing in Table 1, inadequate time and an inadequate repertoire for completing the assignment, can be altered. Students without time management skills could be taught these skills. Related to this is the instructor who breaks down an assignment into components and has students submit the various components according to a schedule. In this way, an entire class may acquire time management skills. It would also be beneficial to identify students who have a more substantive repertoire deficiency for completing such assignments and implementing additional procedures to help make the assignment more manageable (e.g., work groups, tutors, examples). With enhanced repertoires such persons may be less likely to plagiarize.  
Finally, undergraduates can receive better training on recognizing plagiarism. Landau et al. (2002)  experimentally assessed different ways of training students to recognize plagiarism. Their work suggests that verbal concept learning procedures (e.g., Shimamune & Malott, 1994) can teach students to recognize plagiarism.  For example, students can first read a definition of plagiarism and then compare an original text with many derived texts and decide whether each derived text was plagiarized, not plagiarized, or ambiguous regarding plagiarism. After each decision students can receive feedback that includes a rationale for each correct answer.  Such a procedure combined with using many original texts can bring the verbal operant "plagiarism" under appropriate stimulus control. Laudau et al. stated that, “Adopting a proactive approach to eliminate plagiarism is important because students who are unclear about plagiarism may assume that they are sufficiently knowledgeable and, consequently, may not seek greater understanding” (p.115). With such proactive approaches students can better "know" what not to do. 
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