The Copy and Paste Generation
by Sally Dooley
It isn’t a new phenomenon, but its growth has been exponential with the advent of the Internet and word processing software- plagiarism.  Some of it is inadvertent or accidental; students might not understand paraphrasing or proper citation, but much of it is just copy and paste with an occasional original word. Swarthmore College has a great list of the types of plagiarism.  My favorite is apt-phrase plagiarism (Types of Plagiarism).  For example, a student wrote “state of the art” into their brief notes, warning bells went off, and when I looked it up, it was a phrase directly from the article.  There is always another way to say it.  It may not be as elegant, but it will be yours.  The ability to put information into your own words demonstrates true understanding of a concept.
All day long in the library we watch students pore over information found on SparkNotes and other online sources and we wonder how much they are reading for information not just borrowing ideas and copying.  To see how Sabino’s students stacked up to the national average of 58 percent plagiarism of papers, I took the time to check the papers of an 11th grade social studies teacher ("Most Kids Cheat,").  I didn’t bother with students who didn’t cite sources they used in their paper; I just counted blatant copy and paste.  The average among the four classes, including one AP level class, was 46 percent plagiarized.  There was one paper that was purchased from a paper mill.  Those are easy to find. It takes at least 20 minutes or more to check a paper against Google or Dogpile to locate the plagiarized text.  Most teachers don’t have the time to check the 120 papers they receive.
High schools aren’t the only ones noticing the rise in plagiarism.  Universities and colleges are fighting back with automated programs to check for plagiarism.   The University of Arizona and Pima Community College both use plagiarism detection software.  Mrs. Thompson, a Sabino English teacher, received the standard warning notices sent out by universities for both of her children, one at the Air Force Academy and one with a golf scholarship, warning that plagiarism was a reason to terminate their educational experiences.  The University of Arizona had 315 incidences of plagiarism in the undergraduate population in 2005 (Critchley).   Pima College is fighting the problem with a traffic school for plagiarism.  Students have to write a paper about plagiarism and then work with a tutor to improve their writing and citation skills ("Pima Community College").
The faculty at Sabino wants our students to understand what plagiarism is and how to avoid it in their own work.  The school has purchased a subscription to Turnitin.com and will be using it to educate the students.  In the beginning as students are being taught how to put ideas and information into their own words with proper citation, students will have the opportunity to resubmit work to Turnitin.  After they have sufficient experience they will routinely turn their papers, PowerPoints and other writing assignments in to Turnitin.  The English Department has always taught proper citation but students frequently compartmentalize and don’t transfer that knowledge to the other subject areas’ assignments.  Now they will have to revise and edit their work more aggressively for every class, not just English.

By the time open house rolls around your student should have used Turnitin with one or more assignments.  Ask your child to show you one of their originality reports to see the feedback the program provides.  No automated program is perfect, but we do hope it will help prepare them for Pima, the U. of A. or whatever path they choose.  This article was run through Turnitin.com with no matches once we excluded the bibliography.
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