
Psychology in Russia: State of the Art • 2009 Web Plagiarism: Empirical Study 565

Web Plagiarism:  Empirical Study

Alexander E. Voiskounsky
Lomonosov Moscow State University 

Moscow

A questionnaire measuring web plagiarism (or academic cheating), worked out 
by Underwood and Szabo (2003) has been adapted and applied to the popula-
tion of undergraduate science students in Russia. The students at four technical 
universities are questioned (N=292). The study shows the students perform web-
plagiarizing, i.e. take materials from the Internet and hand these materials in as 
their own assignments. Russian students are reportedly competent in the use of 
the Internet; they report to have rather few moral barriers towards plagiarizing; 
they believe most of their mates do the same; they are not sure their tutors are able 
and willing to recognize cheating; finally, they are competent enough in English 
and are hypothetically able to plagiarize in two languages.

Keywords: plagiarism, cyberethics, moral development, science students, gender, 
academic year

Web Plagiarism as a Cyberethics Problem

The advance of information and communication technologies cause 
both new moral problems and new unexpected aspects of older problems 
in the field of moral behavior. Beginning with the Internet and WWW 
era, a new field of research and practical work is being developed un-
der the name of cyberethics. Cyberethics is usually understood as rules of 
right and lawful behavior in online environments. Most sources display 
cyberethics as a broad field dealing with computer fraud, online porn 
and harassment, identity theft and privacy violation, hacking/carding/
phreaking/cracking and software piracy, non-authorized surveillance 
and (cyber)vandalism, right/left online extremism and hacktivism, 
spamming, blackmailing and disseminating junk email, plagiarism and 
copyright infringement, fraudulent online banking, cybersquatting and 
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(cyber)stalking, spoofing and phishing, flaming and trolling, writing and 
dissemination viruses and worms, etc. (Langford, 2000; Quigley, 2005; 
Schultz, 2006; Tavani, 2004).

Considerable amount of studies dealing for example with academic 
offences, cheating, and dishonesty has been done in the field. In a study 
held in California it was shown that illegal computer-related behaviors, 
ranging from copying of licensed software pieces to changing/stealing 
data in personal computers of other persons, are widely spread and of-
ten initiated by middle- and high-school students (McGuire, et al., 2002). 
University students’ cheating was found to depend on IT-related cases 
and expected awards (Ruf, and Thomas, 2003). Attitudes towards illegal 
software copying were shown to depend upon such factors as perceived 
personal gain (e.g., social acceptance, favour, repay of debt, etc.), altru-
ism, and perceived negative consequences (Ang, and Lo, 2001). Combina-
tions of legal or professional factors, personal beliefs and attributes (i.e., 
religious values, morals, experience, etc.), and social environments were 
found to impact ethical decision making in the IT environment (Cronan, 
and Kreie, 2000).

Culture is widely believed to represent a valuable factor in committing 
illegal and/or unethical actions. In business environments, the represen-
tatives of various cultures report and express varying degrees of tolerance 
towards unethical behavior patterns (Kolb, et al., 2003). Attitudes towards 
the possibility of computer/Internet abuse may vary greatly, dependent 
on cultural backgrounds (Voiskounsky et al., 2000; Voiskounsky, 2004). 
Religious beliefs as well influence the likelihood of software piracy and 
deterioration of privacy (Debnath, and Bhal, 2002). In a research held in 
Thailand, it was shown that students’ demographic parameters, such as 
age and gender, as well as experience in the use of IT-related equipment, 
particularly computers, and particularly at home, correlate significantly 
with the likelihood of software piracy; the moral level of the university 
faculty seems not to be related to the students’ cyberethics scores (Kini, 
et al., 2003). Moral judgments referring to the IT-related environments 
have been shown to depend on adult subjects’ age, sex, and position in 
administrative hierarchy (Kim, 2003). Loch and Conger (1996) also re-
port gender differences in the moral use of computers – differences both 
in an ethical decision-making and in the reasons which affected the deci-
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sions made by men and women. In a comparative study held recently in 
the USA and in China (Jackson, et al., 2008) it was stated that the Chi-
nese participants find morally questionable online behaviors to be more 
acceptable, compared to the USA participants, with the only exception of 
the videogame violence – the USA participants, especially males, find it 
more acceptable compared to the Chinese participants.

The most general conclusion says that culture dependent attitudes 
towards software license infringement, use of viruses, and misuse of cor-
porate computing resources differ greatly. At the same time the results of 
a study held in several countries make it evident that there is not a single 
culture, out of the nine investigated, whose representatives exhibit totally 
“perverted” (compared to what is though to be correct in the Great Britain 
or in the USA) moral attitudes in the IT field (Whitman, et al., 1999).

This paper is devoted to new trends in academic plagiarism, relat-
ed to taking ready-made pieces from the Internet and inserting these 
pieces into one’s assignment and/or presenting a whole piece as a home-
work. Academic plagiarism, being an obvious part of cyberethics, is a 
world-wide problem; new information technologies make it quite easy 
to copy and paste someone’s work and present it, or a part of it, as one’s 
own work. Also, it is nowadays harder for a teacher/tutor to recognize a 
fraud, due to a great amount of possible web sources which might have 
been used to commit fraud.

On higher levels of academic hierarchy plagiarism is a more or less 
rare evil, since the reviewers are competent, and the authors have easy 
enough access to the dissertations/books/theses/scholar, papers submit-
ted to diverse foundations, boards and publishers, and are often able and 
most often willing to tell the truth. On lower levels the problem is seri-
ous indeed. Many universities have already equipped the faculty with 
specialized search engines which compare any newly submitted written 
work with the storage of previously submitted works, and find out the 
preceding work(s) which substantially overlaps with the new one. In the 
latter case the new work would be rejected, and disciplinary measures 
would be taken against the student who attempted to hand it in. The 
search engines need to update the storage constantly, and their effective-
ness might anyway be questioned; the limits of reliability of these instru-
ments should be investigated.

The word “plagiarism” is certainly known to many pupils/students, 
but they usually do not relate it with their habitual practice: for ex-
ample, on May 28th, 2004 the Webuser told a story of Michael Gunn, 
a former student at the University of Kent, who claimed he was not 
aware that his written works were obvious cases of plagiarism (Earl, 
2004). The student, who was said would not be awarded his degree, was 
desperate. His mates and professors uttered they believe that Michael 
Gunn was not exceptional; plagiarism is believed to be widespread and 
epidemically developing. New Since the copy, cut and paste techniques 
are taught in elementary school, the must “never do plagiarism” needs 
to be competently explained to all the generations of students, begin-
ning with the youngest, and the explanations need to involve new tech-
nology-driven cases.

Different views on legal and moral aspects of the Internet-related 
plagiarism, on personal and situational factors which make it possible 
and even welcomed in students’ communities, are discussed by Szabo 
and Underwood (Szabo, and Underwood, 2004; Underwood, and Szabo, 
2003) – this study has significantly influenced our work. Since it was 
shown by many authors (see above) that culture is an important factor 
in (cyber)ethical/unethical behavior, our goal was to investigate the stu-
dents’ views on plagiarism and their practice in Russia. First we have to 
discuss the specifics of the Internet-related plagiarism in Russia.

Plagiarism is a well-known Russian term, it is most often referring 
to stealing pieces of music or fiction, and rather rarely – to academic 
issues. There are no good equivalents of terms like ‘academic cheating’, 
‘academic offences’ or ‘academic dishonesty’, but for copyright infringe-
ment or plagiarism. Thus, the very term ‘plagiarism’ is widely known 
and well understood in Russia. What is important, the term is not often 
referred to University students’ academic work.

Cyberethic problems seem to be universal, including the use of new 
technologies for cheating in academic environments. On the other side, 
these problems might in a way be culture-dependent. One may suppose 
that the Internet plagiarism is no less usual type of behavior in Russia 
than it is elsewhere. Right now we cannot say whether this is true or not. 
First we need to collect empirical data in some comparable way. The 
empirical part of the paper is an advance in this direction.
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The aim of research was to restrict the broad enough theme and to 
carry out a study on the use of plagiarism from the Web in Russia. The 
population under investigation included undergraduate science students.

Participants
Undergraduate students of science departments at four different 

Moscow universities were volunteered to participate in the study. As 
many as 292 students completed a 13-item questionnaire. Characteris-
tics of the sample are presented in Table 1.

Тable  1
Gender of the participants and number of years  

they study at the university

Males Females Total

Year 1
42

38,5%
67

61,5%
109

26,9% 49,3% 37,3%

Year 2
47

46,5%
54

53,5%
101

30,1% 39,7% 34,6%

Year 3
67

81,7%
15

18,3%
82

42,9% 11,0% 28,0%
Total 156 53,4% 136 46,6% 292

The questionnaire
The 13-item questionnaire was used, based on the 12-item ques-

tionnaire designed and used in the Szabo and Underwood (2003) and 
Underwood and Szabo (2003) studies. One question (№ 13) was added, 
namely, ‘What is your level of competence in English?’ The initial ques-
tionnaire was designed by Underwood and Szabo (2004) to measure:

•  general familiarity of respondents with the Internet, and frequen-
cy of its use, especially for learning (questions 1-3);

•  frequency of the Internet misuse in the form of plagiarism, at-
titudes towards plagiarism, and estimations of the risk associated with 
this form of cheating (questions 4-9);

•  acceptability and secrecy of this form of plagiarism (questions 10-12).

Depending on the questions, a 3-, 4-, or 4-point Likert scale was pro-
vided to give the resulting marks. Additionally, in the printed questionnaire 
it was requested to indicate the participants’ gender; an academic year was 
fixed since the study was held in academic settings (see the Procedure).

The initial 12-item questionnaire used in the abovementioned study 
held in the UK was translated into Russian, and administered within 
two small samples (6 and 7 persons) representing the same population 
of undergraduate students. The members of these two samples were in-
terviewed in order to learn whether they understood the questions cor-
rectly. Based on the evidences gained in these interviews, the translated 
version of the questionnaire was corrected, and made ready to use.

Procedure
Though research was held at different classrooms of four Moscow 

universities, the procedure was the same: upon agreement, four selected 
lecturers introduced an investigators’ assistant to the participants, the 
assistant informed students about the aims of the study and distributed 
the printed forms with the questionnaire. Students were informed that 
the questionnaire was anonymous, and asked to volunteer in the study, 
i.e. to answer all the questions as honestly as possible and without con-
sultations with peers. The students were assured that the aim of research 
was not to identify participants, but to acquire the views of as much as 
possible participants. After collecting the filled in forms, the assistant 
left the room, no longer than 10-12 minutes after the class started.

Results
The responses represent closely related but nevertheless distinct 

units of information; thus, the results are presented separately for each 
question. Gender and academic year differences are reported when sta-
tistically significant.

The first three questions showed that the majority of participants 
were skilled enough to use the Internet. The replies to the 1st question 
(“How familiar are you with using the Internet?”) show that as many 
as 17.5 percent of students reported no familiarity with the Internet 
(11.5 percent men and 24.3 percent women; over 20 percent of first- 
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and second-year, and only 3.7 percent of third-year students), about the 
same number of participants (17 percent) report they are able to search 
information, whereas almost two thirds of them could at least search, 
copy and save files from the Internet (including 44 percent of those who 
report they are familiar with all the aspects of the Internet). Gender 
(χ2 (3) = 29,219, p < .001) and academic year (χ2 (6) = 35.619, p < .001) 
differences are significant: men and higher-year students report greater 
familiarity with the Internet, compared to women and low-year students. 
Better familiarity with the Internet, reported by the third-year students, 
might also correspond with uneven gender presentation among third-
year students: Table 1 shows that four out of every five highest academic 
level students are males (whereas less than half of first- and second-year 
participants are males), and men report better familiarity with the Inter-
net (M = 3.22, σ = 1.03), compared to females (M = 2.55, σ = 1.15).

From the reports to the 2nd question (“How often do you browse 
the Internet?”) it is evident that over half of students (56.5 percent) use 
the Internet once a week or more, including 40 percent of those who 
use it several times a week. A small amount of students who reported, 
while answering to the first question, no familiarity with the Internet 
(17.5 percent) manage nevertheless to use it in some way, since only 
15.1 percent students (9.6 percent males, 21.3 percent females) report 
they never at all use it. Admittedly, 2.4 percent students use information 
from the Internet, which someone else has searched for them. About 13 
percent of participants report they do not use the Internet more often 
than several times per a year.

Gender differences are statistically significant (χ2  (4)  =  32,319, 
p < 0.001): males use the Internet more frequently than women (M = 
3.96, σ = 1.37 for men, M = 3.04, σ = 1.47 for females). Negative correla-
tion (r = – .317, p < .01) also shows that men are more frequent Internet 
users. Frequency significantly increases with the academic year (χ2 (8) 
= 45.034, p < 0.001): 52 percent of third-year students use the Internet 
more than once a week compared to 30 percent of second-year and 34 
percent of first-year students. Peculiarly, the amount of the most intense 
users decreases from the first to the second academic year.

Frequency of the Internet use for course work differs from the pre-
ceding results: replying to the 3rd question (“How often do you use infor-

mation from the Internet in preparing your assignments?”) 27.4 percent 
of participants report they never use it for learning goals, and 31.1 per-
cent use it often enough – once a month or more (including 5 percent of 
those who use it about once a week and 3 percent of those who use the 
Internet several times a week); as many as 42 percent use it several times 
a year. No significant gender or academic years specific differences are 
found; thus, males and females, and in general all the undergraduate stu-
dents report equally rare interest in the use of the Internet while prepar-
ing their course work. A weak negative correlation (r = –.113) gives a hint 
that younger students tend to use the Internet more often, compared to 
third-year students; this hint proves to be insignificant (p = .054) though 
it is rather close to p = .05.

The remaining questions are more specific in touching the theme of 
plagiarism. The next two questions are exploring the participants’ will-
ingness to copy/paste information from the web sources and illegiti-
mately present it as their homework. While replying to the 4th question 
(“How often do you use the COPY / PASTE function to embed informa-
tion from the Internet, without modification and/or proper referencing, 
into your assignments?”), students report they rarely use unmodified in-
formation from the Internet for preparation of assignments: 11.7 percent 
report to do it once a month or more often (half of them – once a week 
or more often), and about two thirds (63.4 percent) report they never 
do it; 24.9 percent report they do it a few times a year. Gender differ-
ences are insignificant. Greater academic year students are less likely to 
use unmodified Internet information for learning goals: 48.6 percent of 
first-year students report they do it, compared to 34.7 percent of second-
year and 23.2 percent of third-year students. Thus, moving from the 1st to 
the 3rd academic years, students decrease the amount of plagiarism (i.e., 
the number of copy/paste actions without proper referencing) related 
to their course-work by two. This between-year difference is significant 
(χ2 (8) = 25.256, p < 0.001).

When asked whether they would misuse (i.e., use in unmodified 
form and give no proper references) any information downloaded from 
the Internet in case it would save them from a failure, half of students 
(51 percent) chose the reply probably. One third (32.9 percent) reply 
they would rather face failure, and 16 percent report that under condi-
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tions of failure they would certainly use the copy/paste function and 
make no references, i.e. plagiarize (the 5th question is “If it could save 
you from failing a module, would you use the COPY / PASTE function 
to use the readily available information from the Internet, without mod-
ification and/or proper referencing, into your assignment?”). Again, the 
results provide neither significant gender nor between-academic-year 
differences. Thus, the pressure of possible failure seems to cause the stu-
dents’ (mis)behavior, with the exception of one third of students who 
report they would not plagiarize anyway.

The next question broadens the range of conditions under which 
a student might prefer to plagiarize (Figure 1). Only 6.8 percent stu-
dents reply they would under no circumstances use any readily available 
on the Internet information to present it as their assignment, and 24 
percent replied alternatively, that they would do it at any time. Slightly 
more (25.3 percent) students believe that difficulty of an assignment, 
and 4.1 percent – its laboriousness, is a good excuse for plagiarism. 
About one third (31.5 percent) report they would do it to meet an urgent 
deadline, and 8.2 percent – to escape a failure. To compare, in giving 
answers to the preceding (the 5th) question, 16 percent students report 

Figure 1. Type of conditions leading to unacceptable academic behavior 
(N=292)

they would plagiarize under a pressure of a failure. Most of about 40 
percent (31.5 + 8.2) students who report they would plagiarize under 
conditions of meeting an urgent deadline or escaping a failure seem to 
be recruited out of the group of those who replied to the preceding ques-
tion probably.

Significant gender (χ2 (5) = 25.902, p < 0.001) differences are found. 
Males tend to expose more moral (every four – 80 percent – out of five 
of those who would under no circumstances plagiarize are males) and at 
the same time more risky (males comprised over two thirds – 68.6 per-
cent – of those who would plagiarize at any time, and about two thirds 
– 62.5 percent – of those who would plagiarize to escape failure) behav-
iors. Females outnumber males when they are able to find special ex-
cuses to plagiarize, for example when they believe the assignment is too 
laborious (83.3 percent females) or too difficult (60.8 percent females). 
Appropriate data are presented also at Figure 2 and Figure 3.

Data referring to the reported likelihood of plagiarism of students 
differing in academic year are presented at Figure 3. Though the differ-

Figure 2. Students’ readiness to perform unacceptable academic behavior  
by condition and gender (N=292)
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ences are not significant, the tendencies are evident enough. Namely, the 
third year students, being mostly males, report to be

•  less dependent on excuses,
•  more likely to plagiarize at any time, and
•  less likely never (under no circumstances) to do it.
The next small block of questions refers to the University lectur-

ers and tutors, i.e. those who represent the opposition to the students’ 
academic cheating. They have to be fully competent to recognize and 
stop any kind of cheating, but in fact they are sometimes not. Aca-
demic cheating fills a gap between the students’ expertise in abusing 
new media in order to succeed in plagiarizing and the tutor’s incom-
petence or lack of time to make the adequate inquiries and recognize 
the cheating.

In the next question (namely, “Do you think that your tutor’s exper-
tise in using the Internet would enable him/her to find out whether you 
have used information taken directly from the Internet, without refer-
encing, in your assignment?”) the students are requested whether they 

Figure 3. Students’ readiness to perform unacceptable academic behavior by 
condition and academic year (N=292)

believe that their tutor is competent enough to recognize that a student 
uses in his/her assignment some information pieces downloaded from 
the Internet and while doing this do not provide proper references. The 
results show that only 13 percent of students believe the tutor would not 
recognize their cheating, and twice as many, 27 percent, report that the 
tutor is likely to find it out. The majority, 60 percent, is not certain and 
thus reply probably. No gender or academic year differences prove to be 
significant.

Additionally to questioning the respondents’ beliefs about their tu-
tor’s competence in recognizing plagiarism, the students have been asked 
whether they think that the tutor would indeed recognize in their assign-
ments pieces of information taken from the Internet without proper ref-
erencing (“Do you think that the lecturer(s) would find out if you would 
hand in an assignment that contains information directly taken from 
the Internet?”). Again, the majority (65 percent) of participants choose 
the option probably, whereas a lesser (10.3 percent) amount of students 
reply that the tutor would not recognize information taken from the 
Internet. As many as 24.7 percent of participants believe that the tutor 
is able to find out the cheating in the student’s assignment. Unlike the 
results referring to the preceding question, gender differences turn out 
to be statistically significant (χ2 (2) = 12,097, p < .002): males’ belief that 
the tutor would not recognize their cheating is five times greater (25 
percent) than the females’ belief (5 percent). Weak correlation (r = .139, 
p  =  0,017) shows the same trend. No academic year differences have 
been found to be significant.

The next question refers to the students’ estimations of the risk/
benefit ratio of being caught plagiarizing (“Could the benefits of using 
information from the Internet, as your own work, outweigh the risk of 
being caught with plagiarism?”). Only 28.8 percent reply that the risks 
outweigh the possible benefits, whereas every fourth (24.7 percent) stu-
dent places the possible benefits above risk. The rest of the students, i.e. 
about half of them, choose the option probably. Gender and academic 
year differences in replies to the question are insignificant. The variety of 
females’ replies is nevertheless statistically significant (χ2 (2) = 21,897, 
p < .001): females more often, compared to the random selection, choose 
the option probably. The same with the first year students’ replies: the 
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option probably is chosen significantly more often (χ2 (2)  =  23,468, 
p < .001).

Almost every student expects that he or she are not unique in ex-
pressing mostly positive attitude toward web plagiarism. In replying 
to the next question (“Do you think that some of your classmates use 
(or have used) information obtained from the Internet, in an unmodi-
fied format and without referencing, in their assignments?”), only 6.2 
percent of participants express belief that their mates and peers do not 
use information taken from the Internet in their assignments without 
proper references. As many as 69.9 percent believe the mates illegiti-
mately use information taken from the Internet, whereas 23.9 percent 
tell they are not sure. There are no significant differences between views 
expressed by males and females, and also between views expressed by 
students of different academic years.

In the next question the students have been overtly asked if they 
would feel guilty of plagiarizing (“Would you feel guilty about using in-
formation taken from the Internet as your work?”). A bit more than half 
of the participants accept that they might acquire this feeling: 28.4 per-
cent of students have replied that they would certainly feel guilty hand-
ing information taken from the Internet, as their own work, whereas 
27.1 percent have reported that they would possibly feel guilty. About 
half of the students (44.5 percent) report that they certainly would not 
feel guilty about plagiarism.

No statistically significant differences in the distribution of re-
sponse categories between males and females are found, whereas the 
distribution of response categories characterizing males only is statisti-
cally significant (χ2 (2) =11,692, p < .003): taken all those who report 
that they would not feel guilty plagiarizing, 55.4 percent are males and 
44.6 percent females. Thus it is easy to admit that males are less prone, 
compared to females, to feel guilty committing plagiarism. No signifi-
cant differences in feeling guilty between the replies given by students of 
first, second and third academic year are found, though a weak correla-
tion (r =.157, p = .007) corresponds to a tendency: replies “yes” increase 
from the first to the third years, accompanied by a decrease of replies 
“no” (the “no”/“yes” proportion is 52.3/20.2 percent first-year, 41.6/28.7 
percent second-year, and 37.8/39.0 percent third-year students); the 

proportion of neuter replies is about the same – see Figure 4. Indeed, 
the means and standard deviations increase: for the first-year M = 1.68 
(σ = .792), for the second-year M = 1.87 (σ = .833), for the third-year 
students M = 2.01 (σ = .882). This tendency seems worth mentioning, 
since the third year students are mostly males, and in general males less 
often report they feel guilty, compared to females.

All the students who report they feel guilty, or non-guilty of plagia-
rizing, or else give neuter replies, may feel nevertheless uneasiness in 
telling their mates that they perform academic cheating. Thus, a special 
question has been asked, namely “Would you tell anyone (i.e., friends) 
if you were to plagiarise information from the Internet?” The results are 
somehow embarrassing, since only 13 percent of students report he or 
she would not tell others about plagiarism, whereas 64.0 percent report 
they would tell, and 23 percent students report they would probably tell 
friends about plagiarism. The results do not significantly differ by gen-
der and by academic year, although there is a non-significant tendency 
toward a gradual decrease of positive replies from the first to the third 
academic year.

Figure 4. Students’ self-reported level of feeling guilty of performing  
plagiarism, by academic year (N=292)
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Lastly, the students have been asked about their level of mastery 
of the English language; evidently, this question makes sense only in 
non-English speaking countries. The background of this question is 
that on the Internet there is much more information in English than 
in any other language, and thus those who have better mastered Eng-
lish have an advantage over less fluent speakers/readers of English, 
i.e. may turn to much more numerous web sources for committing 
plagiarism.

The results show that the students report good enough mastery of 
English: 80.6 percent report the level of Basic English and above (In-
termediate/Good English or excellent/Proficient English), whereas only 
6.8 percent choose the option “no English at all (few words only)” and 
12.6 percent report their command of English is “very poor”. At the 
same time not too many students – 11 percent – report their English 
being excellent.

Males report greater competence in English than females: M = 3.60 
(σ = 1.04) for males, and M = 2.99 (σ = .97) for females; negative cor-

Figure 5. Students’ self-reported competence in English language,  
by gender (N=292)

relation r = –.293 (p < .01) shows that males’ mastery of the English lan-
guage is greater than that of females’. Over half of males, 58.3 percent, 
and only 33.9 percent of females report their level of mastery as Basic 
English and above; “no English at all” report 4.5 percent of males and 9.6 
percent of females. Between-gender differences are statistically signifi-
cant (χ2 (4) = 31.038, p < .001). More detailed data as judged by gender 
are presented at Figure 5.

Differences in the distribution of the response categories between 
students of various academic years are statistically significant (χ2 (8) = 
28.070, p < .001), with correlation r = .283 (p < .01) showing that the 
greater the academic year, the better is the reported level of students’ 
mastery of the English language. Indeed, as is shown at Figure 6, the 
level of Basic English and above is reportedly characteristic for 33.9 
percent of first year students, 44.5 percent of second year students, and 
67.1 percent of third year students. On the contrary, among those who 
reports that he or she do not know English at all there are 11.0 percent 
of first year students, 7.9 percent of second year students, and not a one 
third year student.

Figure 6. Students’ self-reported competence in English language,  
by academic year (N=292)
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Discussion

First we discuss the most general result: whether Russian under-
graduate science students are heavy plagiarizers. At the first glance, this 
is not so. Indeed, about two thirds (63.4 per cent) of students report they 
do not use the copy/paste function without proper referencing. More-
over, due to the students’ reports they do not use the Internet too often 
to perform assignments: 27.4 per cent report they never do it, 42 per 
cent report they use it several times a year and only about one third of 
students (31.1 per cent) report they do it often enough – once a month 
or more. Even more, the reported cases of plagiarism tend to decrease 
with the increase of an academic year: whereas about half (48.6 per cent) 
of first year students confess they plagiarize, as many as two times fewer 
(23.2 per cent) third year students report the same. Also, junior students 
less often report they feel guilty plagiarizing.

These results might be interpreted in such a way that students (at 
least about two thirds of them) reject plagiarism due to their inner mor-
al responsibility, and the morals of the third year students is superior to 
the morals of juniors. This explanation is positive, since the goals of the 
University-level education include transfer of both knowledge and mor-
al responsibility. Thus, the more classes take the students, the greater is 
their responsibility, at least supposedly. Additionally, the more classes a 
student takes, the greater is his/her understanding of which actions are 
illicit and/or dishonest.

Another possible interpretation, which is not alternative to the 
above one, lies in the specifics of undergraduate education in Russia. 
Students have a rather limited choice of classes, since most of the un-
dergraduate classes are obligatory. All the classes can be roughly divided 
into professional ones and non-professional ones – the latter include 
foreign language, basics of economics and philosophy, often – world 
history and culture studies and some other disciplines, dependent on 
particular university. Traditionally, non-professional classes are the least 
popular taken all the generations of science students. The strictly profes-
sional education – special courses tailored to each specialization – often 
starts at the third academic year, though basic science courses such as 
physics, mathematics, biology, chemistry, etc. are taught during the first 
two years. It is important to note that the most part (but certainly not 

all) of exams have to be passed in an oral form. Exams are given twice a 
year, and a coursework is to be submitted once an academic year; during 
the semesters students have rather few assignments to be submitted in 
a written form.

The assignments in the least popular non-professional disciplines 
are the most likely to be plagiarized each time when students have to 
submit a paper in a written form: for each non-professional discipline, 
students might submit such a paper once or twice a year during the 
first two academic years. There is a great variety of such papers up-
loaded on web sources, and since the themes are often repetitive, the 
papers placed at a website a year or several years ago might well fit. 
On the contrary, assignments referring to professional education (the 
third and ongoing academic years) are less often repetitive, and the 
choice of web-placed papers is rather restricted – that means, taking a 
paper from the web and handing it in is more risky, compared to non-
professional papers.

We can conclude that normally, Russian undergraduate science stu-
dents may use a web-placed material and hand it in without changes as 
often as several times a year, whilst they are junior (first and second year) 
students, and have a much less need to do so when they are third-year 
students. That is exactly what the vast majority of students confess they 
do, since only 6.8 per cent report they would never plagiarize, under 
any condition. It is worth noting that about the same number, only 6.2 
per cent of students reply they believe that their mates do not plagiarize. 
Also, it is very close to what Dr. Helene Marcoux, board member of The 
Center for Academic Integrity, a group of 320 colleges in the USA, said: 
“95 percent of students have admitted to cheating at some point in their 
education” (Roeschke, 2004).

Although undergraduate science students in Russia may plagiarize 
only several times a year, this is enough to call the most of them plagia-
rizers, and even heavy plagiarizers, since they have no special need to 
plagiarize more often. Every possible reason out of the requested ones 
seems worth for them to do plagiarizing, including time pressure, ur-
gency and laboriousness of the assignments, high likeability to fail, and 
even no reason at all: any time. About half (44.5 per cent) of them would 
not feel guilty to plagiarize.
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We can assume that some of them, especially the junior ones, do 
not fully realize, and their academic administrators and tutors might 
have failed to inform them, that using simple copy/paste function with-
out proper referencing means dishonesty: this sort of ill-doing does not 
seem to be widely known to students. The tutors are likely to be the key 
persons to filter cases of plagiarism out and to stop its epidemics-type 
development. Right now, nevertheless, it is unlikely that the tutors are 
either filtering plagiarism out or making attempts to stop it: about two 
thirds (60 per cent) of students are not sure if their tutor’s expertise is 
high enough to recognize plagiarism, and besides every fourth (24.7 per 
cent) student reports that it is worth plagiarizing even if their tutors 
would certainly recognize it. Even taken that the tutors’ expertise is high 
enough, the students are not sure they would bother to find out pieces 
taken from the Internet, would reject the assignment and blame or try 
to dispel dishonest students.

In fact, most often the faculty members would simply demand that 
the student do the plagiarized assignment again and do no not use the 
web sources. Thus, students do not risk too much when they hand in a 
dishonest product. To the best of the authors’ knowledge, not all the uni-
versities in Russia openly demand that students entering the University 
never perform plagiarism in any form, including taking materials from 
the Internet. Hopefully the number of these open demands is going to 
increase.

Conclusion

The study has shown that undergraduate science students in Russia 
locate themselves within the mainstream of world-wide community of 
dishonest students who keep web-plagiarizing, i.e. taking materials from 
the Internet and handing these materials in as their own assignments. 
Russian students are mostly competent in the use of the Internet, and 
use it quite often; they report to have rather few moral barriers towards 
plagiarizing; they believe most of their mates do the same; they are not 
sure their tutors are able and are willing to recognize cheating; finally, 
they are competent enough in English and are hypothetically able to 
plagiarize materials in two languages.
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