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Abstract

Academic misconduct is a prominent issue at postsecondary institutions. This issue includes the
act of plagiarism, which has received considerable attention on campuses. There is a growing
body of research examining why students engage in plagiarism, and what they know about
plagiarism, but little of this research is guided by a theoretical framework. Although all students
may be tempted to plagiarize, students in teacher education programs represent a unique
population because they are concerned with developing their own academic performance
alongside the skills necessary to manage situations of academic misconduct as future teachers.
Therefore, our first aim was to examine preservice teachers’ beliefs about plagiarism. Then,
following the principles of attribution theory, our second aim was to investigate how beliefs of
controllability related to acts of plagiarism and impacted participants’ views on responsibility,
emotions, help giving, and reporting. We used a within-person repeated measures design with
three levels of controllability manipulated through hypothetical scenarios of plagiarism to collect
data from 201 preservice teachers. Overall, preservice teachers had strong beliefs about
plagiarism. Moreover, when scenarios included students who engaged in plagiarism that was
controllable, participants were more likely to view the student as responsible, feel anger towards
them, support punishment, and recommend reporting the student, than when the act of
plagiarism was not seen as controllable. We provide recommendations for educators and
administrators to support students and highlight limitations and directions for future research.

Keywords: academic misconduct, attribution theory, Canadian, controllability, plagiarism,
preservice teachers

Introduction

Academic misconduct is recognized as a problematic issue worldwide (Fu & Tremayne, 2021;
Madara & Namango, 2016) and at all levels of education (Fontaine et al., 2020). This can include
students who are using a friend’s paper as their own, taking information from an online source
without acknowledging the original author, or forgetting to cite a source. While reported rates of
plagiarism vary widely, a startling statistic suggests that 92% of students have cheated at least
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once or they have known someone who has (Jones, 2011). Nevertheless, it is difficult to
determine how often students are engaging in this behaviour because researchers must rely on
self-report data from students, detection rates by staff, or reporting by faculty (Kwong et al,,
2010; Parker, 2003). One thing that researchers tend to agree on, based on media report, is that
plagiarism cases are on the rise (Morasse, 2021).

While previous researchers examining academic misconduct, and by extension plagiarism,
primarily focused their efforts on describing what type of behaviours students engage in and
why, less research has focused on examining the cognitions, emotions, and actions of people who
discover instances of academic misconduct (see Eaton, 2021, as an exception). Beyond this, there
is disagreement in how constructs like academic misconduct and plagiarism are conceptualized
(see Jamieson & Howard, 2019, for review). Nevertheless, one group that may provide
particularly interesting views on plagiarism are preservice teachers. As students, preservice
teachers need to secure high grades while avoiding plagiarism in their own work. However, as
emerging professionals, preservice teachers must develop the professional judgement necessary
to manage situations when their future students plagiarize. In understanding these perspectives,
Attribution Theory offers a useful framework that explains responses to important, negative, and
unexpected outcomes and may be particularly useful in guiding research on plagiarism.
Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to examine preservice teacher beliefs on plagiarism as one
form of academic misconduct from an attribution theory lens.

What is Plagiarism and How is it Changing?

Academic dishonesty is an umbrella term used to discuss a wide range of behaviours considered
to be misconduct (Madara & Namango, 2016), including many forms of plagiarism (Ahmed &
Anirvan, 2020; Awasthi, 2021; Parker 2003; Wilhoit, 1994). Researchers conceptualize acts of
plagiarism along a continuum of severity (Fish & Hura, 2013; Parker, 2003; Wilhoit, 1994). At
one end of the continuum is direct plagiarism wherein the individual presents word-for-word
text from another source as their own (Ahmed & Anirvan, 2020). An example could be buying a
paper from a website, or directly copying and pasting content from another source without
citing. On the other end of the continuum, students can engage in accidental or unintentional
plagiarism because they lack knowledge about how to incorporate sources into their text
correctly (Ahmed & Anirvan, 2020; Parker, 2003). In the middle of the continuum are all of the
instances in which students insufficiently paraphrase original sources producing what is referred
to as mosaic, hybrid, or patchwork paraphrasing where the end product is a combination of
various works from several authors but presented without proper citations for the work (Khaled
& Al-Tamimi, 2021).

Researchers have long been interested in the reasons why students engage in academic
misconduct. Based on a review of the literature on academic motivation and cheating, Anderman
et al. (2022) determined that students often justify their cheating by blaming external factors
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such as poor instruction, bad assessment practices, or heavy course schedules. Fu and Tremayne
(2021) found that negative emotionality operationalized as stress, anxiety, or depression
significantly and positively predicted students’ positive attitudes towards plagiarism. Tindall and
Curtis (2021) found that positive affect among students was a significant negative predictor of
positive attitudes towards plagiarism. Faculty members also have ideas about why students
cheat. For example, Awosoga et al. (2021) identified two significant factors that faculty members
believed related to misconduct: situational or contextual factors, such as feeling pressure to
obtain certain grades, and dispositional or psychological factors, such as a student’s attitudes
towards a course.

Regardless of the reasons students engage in academic misconduct, most postsecondary
institutions in Canada and elsewhere, have some form of a Student Code of Conduct that
describes academic dishonesty, including plagiarism, and possible repercussions. By extension,
as much as students need to learn what plagiarism is, educators need to be able to identify
instances of plagiarism. To do this, instructors may use software such as Turnitin that examines
the originality of students’ work and is marketed to higher education institutions (Turnitin, LLC.,
2022). Additionally, since the COVID-19 pandemic began, news reports have described elaborate
ways instructors tried to curtail academic dishonesty through strategies like creating unsolvable
questions and then planting answers online so that students would only be able to answer them
correctly if they had cheated to find the answer (Tripathi, 2022). Despite these efforts, faculty
members rarely report cases of academic misconduct, and instead attempt to resolve cases based
on their own judgements (Kwong et al., 2010; Thomas, 2017).

A reason for dealing with plagiarism at the personal judgement level instead of adhering to policy
could be that instructors view plagiarism as a changing concept that requires judgement (Fyfe,
2022). As a case in point, as teachers continue to use formative assessments that are not graded,
they may believe plagiarism is less relevant in an ungraded context (Goegan et al., 2023).
Furthermore, some recommendations suggest the only way forward is to work with the
technology rather than against it by intentionally building artificial intelligence (Al) into
assessments (Fyfe, 2022). One way to bring theoretical structure to thinking that involves
judgements of responsibility is attribution theory (Weiner, 1985). The interpersonal perspective
on Attribution Theory suggests that people function as an “everyday judge” casting judgment and
making decisions about right and wrong (Rudolph & Tscharaktschiew, 2014, p. 344). This
metaphor of judge connects well to the role of teachers in making decisions about plagiarism and
is situated within the Attribution Theory literature below.

Attribution Theory

Attribution theory examines causal explanations individuals make for why situational outcomes
occur (Anderman et al,, 2022; Madara & Namango, 2016; Weiner, 1985; 2010; 2018). According
to this theory, individuals are assumed to be both motivated to understand their environment
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and why outcomes occur (Hareli, 2014; Pintrich & Schunk, 2002). Because cognitive resources
are limited, individuals typically engage in causal search for why an outcome occurred when that
outcome is negative, unexpected, and/or perceived as important (Graham, 1991; Weiner, 2000).
Arguably when a teacher detects plagiarism it would fit these criteria.

Weiner (1985) describes the process by which an individual seeks to understand why the
outcome occurred. First, the individual begins by gathering information about the outcome
through a process known as causal search. During the process of causal search, it is suggested
that there are an infinite number of causes for an outcome from which the individual ultimately
picks one, known as a causal ascription to explain the current outcome. All causal ascriptions can
be classified according to three underlying causal dimensions: locus, stability, and controllability
(Hareli, 2014), which in turn influences the psychological and behavioural consequences. Locus
refers to whether the cause of the outcome is internal or external to the actor. Stability refers to
how stable or unstable over time the perceived cause is. Lastly, the controllability dimension is
closely linked to responsibility toward the outcome either being volitional or not.

A classic example used to describe the causal dimensions of attribution theory, is the situation
where a student performs poorly on an exam. If this outcome is attributed to lack of effort on the
part of the student, this would be considered internal, unstable, and controllable, whereas ability
would be considered internal, stable, and controllable. Alternatively, poor performance due to
task difficulty would be considered external, stable, and uncontrollable, and luck would be
categorized as external, unstable, and uncontrollable. Based on the causal ascription, and the
associated casual dimensions, psychological and behavioural consequences will follow (Weiner,
1985; 2018). Specifically, attribution theory proposes two chains of action: a judgement of
responsibility (e.g., lack of effort) tends to lead to anger and punishment; whereas a judgement of
non-responsible leads to sympathy and help (e.g., luck). In other words, the idea of responsibility
is associated with the controllability dimension.

A foundational research project examining psychological and behavioural consequences was
conducted by Weiner and colleagues (1988). They examined the perceived controllability and
stability of the causes of 10 stigmas. Of particular interest to this research is their second
experiment, wherein they systematically manipulated information regarding controllability from
the onset of the stigma and provided participants with three different pieces of information
about the stigma. This information changed the controllability of the stigma as either (a)
ambiguous about control, (b) controllable, and (c) uncontrollable. As an example, a person could
be blind (ambiguous about control), be blind because of a work accident due to the individual’s
negligence (controllable) or be blind because of a work accident caused by a co-worker
(uncontrollable). Based on the information provided in scenarios, participants reported more
pity and less anger (psychological consequences) towards individuals when the stigma was
uncontrollable. Furthermore, participants were less likely to provide personal assistance or
donations to charity (behavioural consequences) when the stigma was controllable. This pattern
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of results has been replicated for decades (Menec & Perry, 1995; Muschetto & Siegel, 2019;

Tiggemann, & Anesbury, 2000) and most recently was used to explain behaviors associated with
the COVID-19 pandemic (Yao & Siegel, 2021).

The use of Attribution Theory to examine why students plagiarize could not be found in the
literature. Nevertheless, the process outlined above can be applied to a teacher who has found a
case of plagiarism. Indeed, a teacher would find the situation negative, important, and
unexpected. That teacher would then begin to consider why the student plagiarized (causal
search), which could include a student whose actions are considered to be direct plagiarism and
therefore seen as more responsible (controllable), compared to a student who is thought to have
engaged in accidental plagiarism, and might not be seen as responsible (uncontrollable). Once
the teacher has decided on the reason why they believe the student plagiarized (causal
ascription) this reason why can be linked to the causal dimensions, and by extension, the
cognitions, emotions, and actions directed towards the student (Weiner, 1985, 2010, 2018). As
such, the purpose of the current study was to examine the continuum of plagiarism, and the
dimension of control, from an attribution theory lens.

Attribution theory also offers a methodological alternative to the common self-reported
approach to academic misconduct through the use of scenarios. It is well documented that
students are hesitant to report instances of academic misconduct with incidence rates ranging
from 15-80% (DiPaulo, 2022; Fish & Hura, 2013; Fontaine et al., 2020; Parker, 2003;
Romanowski, 2021; Tindall & Curtis, 2021). The use of scenarios removes the need for
participants to identify their own academic dishonesty, and places them in the position of judge,
in line with their future roles as teachers rendering judgements on their own students.

Finally, the present study advances the current literature by focusing on preservice teachers who
may hold unique perspectives as they are simultaneously students and teachers. Indeed,
Romanowski (2021), describes preservice teachers as the “future gatekeepers of academic
integrity” (p. 289) as they are responsible for educating young people but are also concerned
with their own academic outcomes. Research examining the practices and beliefs of preservice
teachers regarding academic dishonesty has been increasing in recent years. However, this
research largely focuses on the behaviours that preservice teachers engage in (e.g., DiPaulo,
2022; Fontaine et al., 2020), their knowledge about plagiarism (e.g., Bautista & Pentang, 2022;
Merkle, 2022; Romanowski, 2021), and why they believe students plagiarize (e.g., Bautista &
Pentang, 2022). Considering preservice teachers in the role of judges recognizes their
prospective professional role in managing academic misconduct.

The Current Study

In the current study we utilize Attribution Theory as our theoretical model (Weiner, 1985) to
examine preservice teacher beliefs of plagiarism. Moreover, we were interested in exploring the
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cognitions, emotions, and actions selected when scenarios of plagiarism varied in terms of
controllability. As such, our three research questions were as follows: (a) How do preservice
teachers define plagiarism, (b) What are preservice teachers’ beliefs on what constitutes acts of
plagiarism, and (c) Does the perceived controllability of plagiarism (i.e., intentional vs.
accidental) impact their cognitions, emotions, and actions?

Method

We developed a single administration survey to collect data on participants’ beliefs and
perceptions toward plagiarism. Specifically, we utilized a within-person design with three levels
of independent variables to examine controllability. Ethics approval was obtained from the
Human Ethics Research Office at the University of Alberta.

Procedure

Preservice teachers were enrolled in an assessment course as part of their teacher education
program and one of the units of the course specifically addressed academic success and
misconduct. As part of this unit, students learned about the various forms of academic success
and misconduct, reviewed previous research examining reasons why students cheat and various
perspectives on cheating (e.g., student, teacher, parent, principal), and finally, they were provided
with resources and strategies for handling cases of academic misconduct including plagiarism.
After the lecture portion of the class, the preservice teachers completed an online activity via
GoogleForms®© that involved a questionnaire that included a variety of Likert scale items and
short answer responses. The items specific to this research project are provided below. Once
students completed the activity they were asked, “Can we include your responses here for research
purposes?” (for clarity, here being the GoogleForm®© completed). Consent was granted by
answering yes. Data were anonymized and analyzed after the completion of the course.

Participants

There were 226 students enrolled in the course, of which 201 students consented to their data
being used for research purposes after completion of the course-based activity. Participants
ranged in age from 19 to 43 years (M = 26 years, SD = 4.96 years). A total of 121 participants
identified as women, 75 as men, and 5 as non-binary. Moreover, participants identified with
various racial identities including Arab, Black, Chinese, Filipino, Indigenous peoples, Latin
American, South Asian, however, the majority identified as White (64%).

Measures

Beliefs on Plagiarism
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We began the survey by asking participants “Write a definition of plagiarism in your own words.”
Then we presented participants with 12 Likert-scale items related to their beliefs on plagiarism,
for example, “It is always wrong to plagiarize.” The first 11 items required participants to respond
by using a scale from (1) completely disagree to (9) completely agree. I[tem 12 asked
participants: “In your opinion how much of a document (i.e., paper, project, essay, poem, report,
solution, etc.) has to be copied for you to consider it plagiarized?” and they responded on the scale
of (1) 0-10%, (2) 11-20%, (3) 21-30%, (4) 31-40%, (5) 41-50%, (6) 51-60%, (7) 61-70%, (8) 71-
80%, (9) 81-90%, and (10) 91-100%.

Plagiarism Scenarios: The Independent Variable

To examine participant beliefs on specific plagiarism cases, we developed three scenarios and
adapted each one based on three levels of control. These scenarios were developed based on the
work of Weiner et al. (1988), discussed above. We created three common plagiarism events: (a)
copying and pasting information, (b) not citing sources, and (c) using a friend’s paper. Each
scenario was adapted to fit the conditions of being (a) ambiguous about control, (b) controllable,
and (c) uncontrollable. See Figure 1 for a breakdown of the scenarios and conditions.

Figure 1. Controllability Conditions for the Plagiarism Scenarios
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The Dependent Variables

For each of the nine scenarios, participants answered four questions to measure psychological
and behavioural consequences (Weiner, 1985). Before the participants answered any questions,
they were presented with the prompt “consider each of the following brief scenarios of
plagiarism.” The first question was “How responsible is the student in the scenario for their
actions? How much do you hold each student responsible?” and participants responded on a
scale from 1 (not at all) to 9 (a lot).

The second question was “How do you feel about this student ranging from angry to
sympathetic?” and students responded on a semantic differential scale that described 1 as angry,
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5 as ambivalent, and 9 as sympathetic (Stoklasa et al., 2019). The third question was “What
action might you take for each student ranging from determining a consequence for their action
(i.e., punishment) to giving them help?” Again, we used a semantic differential scale that
described 1 as punishment, 5 as ambivalent, and 9 as give help. We decided to use two semantic
differential scales to reduce the number of questions and to align with the theoretical foundation
relating uncontrollable to anger and punishment and controllable to sympathy and help giving.

The fourth question was “How much do you consider this as an example of plagiarism that should
be reported?” and participants responded on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 9 (a lot). The scenarios
were randomized, while the questions themselves were presented in the same order based on
the sequence consistent with attribution theory. See Figure 2 for a visual representation
connecting attribution theory to plagiarism and the study design.

Figure 2. Connecting Attribution Theory to Plagiarism and The Study Design.
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Plan for Analysis

We conducted our analyses in four stages with quantitative analyses all using the software JASP
0.17 (JASP Team, 2023). First, we ran a word cloud analysis by taking all of the definitions of
plagiarism and entering them into a word cloud program to see which terms preservice teachers
used to describe plagiarism. Second, we ran descriptive analyses for the first 11 items related to
beliefs on plagiarism, including means, standard deviations, ranges, skewness, and kurtosis. For
the final item related to the amount of a document that must be copied to identify it as
plagiarized, we provide frequencies. Third, we ran one-sample ¢-tests on the first 11 items to
determine if participants’ responses differed from 5 (neutral). Fourth, turning to the scenarios,
we examined the effects of varying controllability information on the beliefs of the participants in
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terms of (a) responsibility (b) affect, (c) help, and (d) reporting in terms of plagiarism scenarios.
This allowed us to examine two psychological (i.e., responsibility and affect) and two behavioural
consequences (i.e., actions and reporting). We collapsed across scenarios, as the main research
question was to examine the dimension of controllability across three conditions: (a) ambiguous
about control, (b) controllable, and (c) uncontrollable, and ran four repeated measures ANOVAs.
We also conducted post hoc analyses using the Holm correction to determine which comparisons
between the conditions where significantly different (Aickin & Gensler, 1996).

Results
Definitions of Plagiarism

We examined the open-ended responses to the prompt “Write a definition of plagiarism in your
own words.” using an online word cloud software (https://wordart.com). The use of word cloud
software is increasing in popularity and provides a quick and easy way to analyze frequency data,
in this case the frequency of words used by the participants to define plagiarism (Cidell, 2010;
DePaolo & Wilkinson, 2014; Hinkle et al., 2020; Meehan & Howells, 2019). The size of the word is
proportional to the frequency in which the word is utilized. The word cloud generated from the
participants’ definitions are provided in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Word Cloud of Definitions of Plagiarism
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Stemming conventions (e.g., frequencies for using, used and use all included within the stem use)
were utilized, as well as the removal of common words like “and” and “the”. The three most
common words were work, own, and idea, followed by someone, credit, else’s, without, use, take,
original, give, and pass included in the top 12 most frequent words. Table 1 includes sample
definitions from the participants. Taken together, students appear to have similar general
definitions of plagiarism.

Table 1. Write a definition of plagiarism in your own words.

Word Example

Work Copying work of others without crediting their work.

Own intentionally using someone else's work as your own

Idea Using others' ideas or content without credit.

Someone Presenting someone else's work as your own.

Credit Using someone else's work without crediting them.

Else’s Take someone else's work and passing it of as their own.

Without Using the ideas of others without proper citation or acknowledgement.

Use When you use someone else's words or ideas and pass them off as your own.
Take Take credit for thoughts and words that are not your own.

Original Copying of someone else's original work and claiming it as your own.

Give Take the work of others and claim it as their own and do not give credit to the

original author.

Pass Passing off work as your own when it actually came from someone else.

Note. Target word identified in bold and other high frequency words identified in bold /underline.

Beliefs About Plagiarism

The means, standard deviations, ranges, skewness, and kurtosis for the first 11 items related to
participants’ beliefs on plagiarism are presented in Table 2 and we hereby highlight some
important findings. First, participants strongly disagreed with the item “It is not plagiarism if the
assignment is not for marks,” and strongly agreed with the item: “It is always wrong to
plagiarize.” In terms of how much of a document needs to be copied to be considered plagiarized,
almost half of the students (43.5%) said between 0-10%, with another quarter of participants
(24%) saying 11-20%. Next, we ran 11 one-sample t-tests to examine how much participants’
responses differed from neutral (represented as 5 on the 9-point scale), with higher scores
indicating agreement and lower scores, disagreement. All the t-tests significantly differed from
neutral except for the item: “There is no excuse for plagiarism.”
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics

Variable M SD Range Skew Kurtosis t-value Cohen’s

1. Itis always wrong to plagiarize. 7.74 149 1-9 -1.840 3.903 26.01™ 1.834

2. There are times plagiarism is 213 1.50 1-9 1.815 3.998 -27.04™ -1.908
okay.

3. Itis not plagiarism if you just 2.71 1.63 1-8 0.809  -0.110 -19.91™ -1.404
forget to include a source in
your paper.

4. Plagiarism requires intent-you  3.76 2.24 1-9 0478  -0.762 -7.87 -0.555
can't do it by mistake.

5. People who plagiarize should 6.39 1.60 1-9 -0.492 0.228 12.37 0.872
have consequences.

6. There is no excuse for 5.06 1.99 1-9 0.013 -0.676 0.43 0.030
plagiarism.

7. ltis not plagiarism if the 245 157 1-9 1.429 2.415 -22.98™ -1.621

information comes from an
open source.

8. You can't plagiarize yourself. 428 247 1-9 0.336  -0.961 -4.11™ -0.290

9. You can re-use your work 2.80 2.01 1-8 1.090 0.311 -15.51™ -1.094
exactly it's not plagiarism.

10. It is only plagiarism if the 1.69 1.09 1-8 2.519 8.999 -42.92™ -3.027
assignment is graded.

11. It is not plagiarism if the 1.62 0.98 1-8 2.579 10.515 -49.02" -3.457
assignment is not for marks.

Note: * p <.05,** p <.01, *** p <.001. For the one-sample t-test, the alternative hypothesis specifies that the mean is
different from 5.

Plagiarism Scenarios
Psychological Consequences

First, we examined how responsible the participants felt the student was for plagiarizing. The
one-way ANOVA showed that the effect of controllability was significant, F(2,400) =576.77 p <
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.001,n2=.743. Post hoc analyses indicated that participants rated the students in the
controllable scenarios as the most responsible, and the students in the uncontrollable scenarios
as the least responsible. The students in the unknown scenarios were rated in the middle.

Second, we examined how the participants felt about the student (e.g., angry, ambivalent,
sympathetic). The one-way ANOVA showed that the effect of controllability was significant, F(2,
400) =693.18 p<.001,1n2 =.776. Post hoc analyses indicated that participants felt anger towards
the students in the controllable scenarios, felt sympathetic towards the students in the
uncontrollable scenarios, and felt mostly ambivalent towards the students in the no information
scenarios.

Behavioural Consequences

Third, we examined what action the participants said they would take (e.g., punishment, give
help) as a result of plagiarism. The one-way ANOVA showed that the effect of controllability was
significant, F(2, 400) = 666.73, p <.001,12 =.769. Post hoc analyses indicated that participants
felt punishment was deserving for the students in the controllable scenarios, identified that help
was needed for the students in the uncontrollable scenarios, and felt more ambivalent towards
the students in the no information scenarios.

Fourth, we analyzed if participants were likely to report the incident of plagiarism (e.g., not at all,
a lot). A one-way ANOVA showed that the effect of controllability was significant, F(2, 400) =
598.39, p <.001,n2 =.749. Post hoc analyses indicated that participants rated the controllable
scenarios as the most likely to be reported, and the uncontrollable scenarios as the least likely to
be reported. The unknown scenarios were rated in between the two. See Table 3 for all the
means and standard deviations based on the ANOVAs and post analyses.

Table 3. Mean Values for 3 Conditions on 4 Variables Related to Perceived Controllability

Rated Variables
Responsible Affect Help Report
Conditio Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
n
NI 7.32:| 1.28 391 1.23 4.88 2.04 6.66:| 1.41
C 8.47 .87 2.26:| 1.13 2.60:| 1.73 8.36 77

UN 4.87:| 1.77 6.30j 1.52 7.21:| 1.51 4.85:| 1.81

Note: Brackets indicate a significant difference between conditions (p <.01). NI = no information, C = controllable, UC
= uncontrollable.
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Discussion

We examined the beliefs of preservice teachers in terms of plagiarism from an Attribution
Theory lens. Overall, the participants had strong beliefs about what constituted plagiarism.
Moreover, the results showed a clear attributional pattern in terms of the effect of perceived
controllability of plagiarism on the psychological and behavioural consequences. We discuss how
our results advance the field of research in two specific ways. First, we highlight the advantages
of bringing attribution theory to bear on understanding preservice teachers’ cognitions,
emotions, and actions when confronted with instances of plagiarism. Second, we make
recommendations for educators and administrators on how to respond to the issue of plagiarism,
with considerations for the changing landscape of plagiarism itself. In closing, we discuss the
limitations and potential avenues for future research.

Preservice Teachers Definitions of Plagiarism

Overall, the preservice teachers had similar definitions of plagiarism. Most definitions included
more than one of the 12 most frequent terms identified. Moreover, their definitions are
consistent with the institution’s description of inappropriate academic behaviour which states
“No student shall submit the words, ideas, images or data of another person as the Student’s own
in any academic writing, essay, thesis, project, assignment, presentation or poster in a course or
program of study” (University of Alberta, 2022a). Therefore, the participants here seem to have a
uniform definition on what is plagiarism. Nevertheless, their definitions do not address the
complexity of defining plagiarism (Jamieson & Howard, 2019). As such, future research could
examine definitions of plagiarism from a more nuanced perspective.

Preservice Teachers Beliefs

Preservice teachers had strong beliefs on all Likert-scale items apart from “there is no excuse for
plagiarism” which scored near neutral on the scale. This finding is important because it shows
preservice teachers see room for judgment when it comes to plagiarism that could be
unintentional (Fish & Hura, 2013) or accidental plagiarism (Ahmed & Anirvan, 2020). For
example, not knowing how to properly incorporate sources into one’s work might be considered
a valid justification by some teachers. This is a noteworthy finding because the participants also
overwhelmingly agreed that “it is always wrong to plagiarize.” The difference in the two
responses suggests that preservice teachers understand that it is wrong to plagiarize as clearly
stated in institutional policies, while also acknowledging students might have an explanation why
as their professional judgment may indicate. From an attribution theory lens, understanding this
“why” is important, because the causal ascription identified to explain the outcome leads to
various cognitions, emotions, and actions (Weiner, 1985; 2000, 2010). Indeed, Fish and Hura
(2013) raise the question of punishing students if they were not aware that they had plagiarized.
From our results, perceived controllability plays a key role in the actions preservice teachers
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intended to take when confronted with instances of plagiarism. These perspectives do not negate
the importance of educating students on the use of sources in their papers, and how to avoid
instances of even unintentional plagiarism in their work (Fish & Hura, 2013; Parker, 2003). As
such, future research could examine the ‘excuses for plagiarism’ to further our findings and
examine situational factors when plagiarism occurs.

An Attributional Theory Framework

In the same vein as previous research, our study demonstrated that when an observer, such as a
preservice teacher, believes an event is uncontrollable, they are more likely to feel sympathetic
and give help (Tscharaktschiew & Rudolph, 2016). Therefore, the causal ascriptions that
preservice teachers identify to explain instances of plagiarism have a meaningful role in
subsequent psychological and behavioural outcomes (Weiner, 1985; 2018). In particular, the
controllability dimensions investigated in our study showed significant, and multiple point
differentials on items related to responsibility, affect, help giving, and reporting. Thus, attribution
theory is a valuable way to examine instances of plagiarism. Moving forward, future research
could extend our results and examine other causal dimensions of plagiarism. For example, group
work provides an interesting dynamic for examining locus. Indeed, at the institution where this
data was collected, information about academic integrity and plagiarism specifically notes that
definitions of plagiarism also apply to group projects (University of Alberta, 2022b). The
involvement of various group members in plagiarism could provide different views on the locus
as being internal and external, as well as controllable and uncontrollable. Moreover, an
examination of repeat offenders of plagiarism would provide context for the stability dimension.
These are important considerations that were beyond the scope of the current study but remain
theoretically relevant.

Recommendations

Based on our results and the findings of previous research, we make recommendations for
individuals who come across cases of plagiarism in terms of understanding how their beliefs
about occurrences of plagiarism impact their cognitions, emotions, and actions. While we did not
provide participants with a specific policy to follow, we do see that how one perceives
controllability matters in the context of plagiarism. Even though each scenario was identified as
an act of plagiarism, participants responded to them differently depending on the explanation of
why the student plagiarized in terms of controllability (Weiner et al., 1988). Therefore, it is
important for preservice teachers and educators to be more aware that there are factors in
situations that make them significantly more sympathetic to acts of plagiarism. The power of
empathy more broadly can also be seen in the work of Okonofua and colleagues who utilized an
empathetic-mindset intervention with teachers, which lead to a significant reduction in student
suspension rates (Okonofua et al.,, 2016), particularly among Black and Hispanic students who
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traditionally show higher rates of suspension (Okonofua et al., 2020). Future research could
extend their work to situations of plagiarism.

Moreover, de Maio and colleagues (2020) examined the disconnect between student plagiarism
policies and staff actions. They found that if academics prioritized the student or themselves,
then their responses to plagiarism are more inconsistent and do not align with what is expected
as a response from the institution. The bias created by perceptions of control can be considered
similar to other potential biases in terms of responding to plagiarism. For example, it has been
suggested that female students cheat less than male students (e.g., Awdry & Sarre, 2013; Gibson
etal,, 2008; Witmer & Johansson, 2018) and there is a higher propensity to cheat in certain
ethnic groups than others (e.g.,, Martin et al,, 2011). Therefore, understanding how one’s beliefs
impact their perceptions of plagiarism is vital, particularly for educators who need to make
regular judgements about instances of plagiarism in the classes.

Another avenue to consider the controllability dimension of plagiarism is through properly
educating students as to what is considered plagiarism and what is not. This would eliminate the
need for “proof of intent” (Fish and Hura (2013, p. 34) if appropriate and informative instruction
was provided to all students. Indeed, a thematic analysis by Babaii and Nejadghanbar (2017)
examined the reasons why students plagiarize, with the two most common reasons being they
are unfamiliar with plagiarism (50.74%), and have low academic writing skills (46.26%), both of
which could be considered controllable. For instructors to be more likely to report plagiarism,
they need to perceive the student who plagiarized as responsible. One way to do this is to reduce
the propensity for students to claim lack of knowledge or skill by providing adequate resources
and/or training through, for example, a stand-alone course on academic integrity (DiPaulo,
2022). For preservice teachers specifically, this course could also be incorporated into the
required ethics course that is common among teacher education programs in Canada (Maxwell,
et al.,, 2015). This promotes an academic culture that supports academic integrity, not from a
punitive or punishment space but from a proactive and learning one (Eaton et al.,, 2017; Kwong et
al,, 2010).

Finally, while postsecondary institutions have policies around academic integrity, they must be
reviewed comprehensively with students to not only ensure understanding and compliance, but
also to ensure that educators see acts of plagiarism as controllable. Moreover, such policies need
to be updated and reviewed frequently in order to keep up with the rapidly changing nature of
plagiarism such as buying a paper from a website or using Al to create content for a paper.
Therefore, before instances of plagiarism occur, avenues need to be considered for educating
students (i.e., provide help). This will ensure that everyone involved is clear on how plagiarism is
perceived, and the consequences for engaging in this behaviour.
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Limitations and Future Research Directions

The results presented should be considered in light of three limitations. First, this study focused
on one causal dimension (controllability) of attribution theory (Weiner, 1985; 2010; 2018), and
it would be advantageous to extend our finding here to locus and stability as well. For example,
the scenarios provided did not address if the student had engaged in comparable or the same
behaviour in the past which would address the stability dimension. This could further impact an
individual’s beliefs about control if the student forgot to cite a source across multiple
assignments, it might be interpreted as carelessness making it seem more controllable.
Moreover, examining locus as internal vs. external to the individual might be an interesting space
to examine group work as mentioned above, or if a fellow student helps another by providing
them with a copy of a paper to help them come up with ideas, not knowing the original student
would then submit it as their own. Additionally, how the dimensions of controllability, stability
and locus interact with one another is an important avenue for future research. Moreover, we
provided the students with the causal ascription piece of attribution theory and adjusted for
controllability. Future research should further consider causal search that influences causal
ascription.

Second, in terms of the scenarios, we did not pilot them beforehand which could be a valuable
step for future research. This would have helped reduce potential ambiguity in the items such as
use of a friend’s paper which could be inferred differently by participants. Similarly, we did not
have a manipulation check, and future research should consider incorporating a question about
control after each scenario to ensure that they are indeed interpreted as ambiguous, controllable,
and uncontrollable. Nevertheless, the scores on the responsibility items would provide some
evidence to suggest that the participants saw the scenarios as representing students with
different levels of responsibility and controllability.

Third, we focused our efforts on examining scenarios of plagiarism, and other types of academic
dishonesty were not included, for example, cheating on an exam. Moreover, Khaled and Al-
Tamimi (2021) make the distinction between literal plagiarism (e.g., direct copy-and-paste of
text) and intelligent plagiarism (e.g., ideas), wherein we did not systemically control for one
versus the other. Fish and Hura (2013) found that students in their study believed that taking
any amount of text (i.e., text replication) is a more serious offense than taking another’s thoughts
and ideas. As such, future research should extend to other forms of academic dishonesty, or
systematically explore different types of plagiarism to expand on our findings.

Conclusion

Our findings contribute to the growing research examining academic dishonesty and preservice
teachers, by incorporating the theoretical framework of Attribution Theory. Indeed, our findings
advance the field of research on academic dishonesty by examining controllability when it comes
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to situations of plagiarism. When instructors are faced with an instance of plagiarism, their
beliefs about controllability are crucial and lead to important cognitions, emotions, and
behaviours. As such, results from our study provide researchers, educators, and administrators
who must respond to instances of plagiarism important additional consideration to keep in mind
when responding. As the nature of plagiarism continues to change, educators must stay
knowledgeable themselves, while also ensuring that students understand the parameters of what
is considered plagiarism.
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