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Introduction
Plagiarism is said to be on the increase in higher education (Park, 2003; Carroll, 2004; Hart & Friesner, 2004; Duggan, 2006; Maurer, Kappe & Zaka, 2006). One response to this perceived increase has been the use of automated plagiarism detection methods (Culwin & Lancaster, 2000; Maurer et al., 2006). In the UK, over 80% of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) now subscribe to one such system, TurnitinUK (Dawson, 2007). This system, when implemented fully across a whole school or institution combined with effective teaching on good academic practice, can lead to a decrease in the incidence of plagiarized work (Badge, Cann, & Scott, 2007). Such systems provide a quick and objective measure of the proportion of matching text with one or more other sources, which may or may not be adequately referenced. The member of staff marking the work must, however, still critically assess the reports to judge if plagiarism has occurred, taking account of both the quality of the referencing and the extent of the match. Whilst electronic detection provides a strong deterrent to students (Dahl, 2007) and automated detection can highlight cases more quickly, how we deal with these cases once detected can vary widely between institutions (Jones, 2006).  

Many institutions are making changes to their plagiarism policies to adapt to these new drivers for change. However, plagiarism policies are problematic to write and implement. They need to be flexible enough to deal with a very wide range of different circumstances and yet provide clear guidance to staff and students on what is good and bad practice. The penalty given can depend on the level of study of the student (development phase, undergraduate, postgraduate), the severity and extent of the plagiarism (large chunks of copy and paste, bought or ghost written essays, minor paraphrasing problems or poor note taking), the type of work completed (coursework that counts towards a final module mark or is required for progression, dissertation work where a single piece of work counts directly to the final degree mark), and previous history of the student in terms of plagiarism offences. Dealing with these difficult constraints has led to a range of different solutions with some institutions operating blanket top level policies and others devising complex tariff systems (Tennant, Rowell & Duggan, 2007).

The Independent Adjudicator for Higher Education, has repeatedly called for an investigation into the consistency of penalties applied for cases of plagiarism across the sector (Baty, 2006; EducationGuardian.co.uk, 2006).  In response to this call, the JISC Plagiarism Advisory Service conducted a survey of UK HEI plagiarism policies and penalties. The Academic Misconduct Benchmarking Research (AMBeR) Project examined the published policies and procedures of 91% of UK HEIs (Tennant, Rowell, & Duggan, 2007). Two scales were constructed to permit numerical analysis of the policies and penalties: a scale of offences and a scale of penalties. Substantial variation in both the penalties available and the regulations used across the sector was demonstrated (ibid). The penalty of expulsion was almost universal (99% of HEIs citing as a possible penalty), with assessment level penalties such as an assessment mark reduced to zero or fail (with or without resit) the next most common penalty. Analysis of the penalty systems showed that institutions could be divided into three groups which related to the type of institution. Group A comprised small specialist institutions with very open policies, allowing for any possible penalty at any possible level/severity. Group B comprised research intensive institutions with loosely prescriptive policies. Group C comprised teaching intensive institutions that commonly had stepped, highly prescriptive policies (ibid). It was clear from this part of the study, that similar offences could produce very different outcomes dependent on the type of institution in which they occurred.

The second phase of the AMBeR study was published in May 2008 (Tennant & Duggan 2008). Response rates were much lower (59%) but still representative of the sector. HEIs were asked to report on the recorded penalties used in cases for plagiarism during one chosen academic year, from the last three years. Many institutions were not able to provide the level of detail requested, particularly on previous history or level of the offence.  In the first part of the AMBeR study, 72% of institutions stated that previous history should be taken into account when considering the level of penalty for a piece of work (Tennant, Rowell & Duggan  2007). However, just over a quarter (27.6%) of these same institutions could not supply information on the number of first or subsequent offences in the second part of the study. This highlights the real need for accurate and accessible records to be kept if these factors are to be considered when deciding on penalties.

The AMBeR studies and other studies (e.g. Jones’ (2006) examination of law departments in Scottish institutions) point to a lack of inter-institutional consensus on plagiarism-related policies and procedures. Anecdotal evidence from many institutions and our own experience suggest that intra-institutional diversity also exists. As research in this area is limited, we set out to investigate if these differences at a national level might also be reflected between departments or sections of a single institution. 

Methods
A survey of local policies was carried out at the University of Leicester, a ‘group B’ (research led) institution in terms of the AMBeR study. Practical ‘operating units’ for learning and teaching within the institution were determined by close analysis of the university’s internal faculty websites. Clerical staff were contacted in each department, institute, centre or faculty to locate members of staff responsible for dealing with plagiarism. The thirty staff responsible for dealing with plagiarism, at a local level, were then contacted individually by email with a request for copies of any plagiarism policies held locally.

The policies and responses received were analysed and an online questionnaire was devised to gather standardised data on plagiarism practices. The questionnaire contained 18 questions and was split into five sections covering roles, policies, electronic detection procedure for handling plagiarism cases and penalties. It was possible for respondents to leave open comments after the majority of the questions to further clarify their answers. The online questionnaire was hosted on an internal content management system - and access required a university username and password. The survey was piloted with one member of staff responsible for devising plagiarism policy and revisions were made to improve the clarity of some questions. The staff identified in the initial survey were contacted again individually by email and asked to take part in the online survey. The questionnaire data was analysed using Microsoft Excel. 

Results
The response rate to the online survey was 87% (26/30). The majority of respondents (22) had some responsibility for undergraduate students, but often included other levels of study and distance learners, whilst 4 were solely concerned with postgraduate students. The responses from the 22 participants involved in undergraduate studies were used for further analysis.

Respondents were asked some general questions about the practicalities of dealing with plagiarism in the department. For example, 18 departments responded that TurnitinUK was in use for electronic detection of matching text. Participants were asked to describe how TurnitinUK had been implemented in their department. The majority of respondents submitted all work for scanning (figure 1). Interestingly, no departments offered students the facility to check their own work and some commented that they were not aware that this was practicable.
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Figure 1: Count of the responses to the question 'How do you select which student work to screen?' [with TurnitinUK]. n=22, respondents could select all the options relevant to them.

Given our suggestion of the difficulties involved with applying penalties, we asked if there were factors taken into account when deciding on tariffs. The majority of departments responded positively (19/22) and many commented that they looked at each case individually, taking into account previous history, level and severity of offence.

In common with other Group B institutions identified in the AMBeR study, the plagiarism policy of the University of Leicester is set at an institutional level and requires consideration of other factors when considering a penalty. This top-level policy allows departments a degree of flexibility up to a maximum suggested penalty. For example, for a first offence, Boards of Examiners may impose a penalty of up to a zero mark for the module. This could encompass a wide range of penalties and still fall within the institutional policy.

An important part of the questionnaire was therefore to ask what documentation respondents used when dealing with plagiarism. The University’s Code of Practice on Plagiarism clearly takes precedence, and the Statement on Academic Honesty is used in departmental handbooks.  There was great overlap in the documentation used, as shown in figure 2, but local variation is recorded. Nine respondents reported that their policies and practices had been revised or updated within the last two years, demonstrating that this is an evolving area. 
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Figure 2: Venn diagram showing the responses to the question 'Which documents does your department consult when dealing with plagiarism cases?' (n=22, respondents could choose all documents that applied).


Participants were asked to about the penalties available for use in their department when dealing with plagiarism.  A list of 19 penalties was constructed,  in line with those used in the AMBeR survey, but that all fell within the institutional policy. These penalties were classified in broad areas of effect, to provide a comparison with the AMBeR scales (see figure 3). 
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Figure 3: diagram to show the potential penalties available for plagiarism within the institutional policy. Penalties were grouped into classes (warning, assessment, module etc.).

 Participants were asked to state which penalties would be available for use in a first offence of plagiarism. Respondents could choose multiple penalties from the list and  an open comment box enabled participants to expand on their choices. Most participants commented that where more than one penalty had been selected as being available, the choice of penalty would depend on the level of the student, the type of work and the degree of the plagiarism. Some penalties may be applied together, such as a written warning and the downgrading of a piece of work and some may come into effect as a consequence of other actions. For example, a fail mark for a piece of coursework may lead to a requirement for resubmission for the purposes of progression. 

The most commonly cited penalties were assessment class tariffs and the second most commonly available penalty was some form of warning. Participants were also asked to choose available penalties for second, third and subsequent offences. However, as several respondents cited that a second case of plagiarism had not been encountered in their department, the data for these subsequent offences was incomplete.

Discussion
In light of the inter-institutional variation in policies and the application of penalties for plagiarism observed through the AMBeR studies (Tenant, Rowell & Duggan, 2007; Tenant & Duggan 2008), this research project set out to investigate the practices and policies at an intra-institutional level. The study demonstrated that where a top-level institutional policy is in place within an institution, local practice does vary in the penalties available for a first offence. This is perhaps to be expected, given the constraints of working with complex cases and taking into account the range of factors that need to be considered when considering the application of penalties to individual cases.

As the Office of the Independent Adjudicator has called for inter-institutional consistency, there is also a place for closely examining intra-institutional consistency. Just as students could rightly argue that differential treatment for similar offences is unfair between institutions, the same is true within institutions.  The question that needs to be addressed in each institution is how practice across different faculties and subject areas can be given the flexibility required whilst maintaining a sustainable and consistent judgment process when tariffs are decided. One key to this question is the accurate and accessible recording keeping of offences and processes at a local and institutional level, enabling an informed comparison of the range of penalties being imposed. 
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