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Introduction 

 Copying is often associated directly with plagiarism; in a survey of 54 universities, 

Pecorari (2001) found the copying of words or 'verbatim repetition' to be one of the widely 

listed practices that constituted plagiarism according to institutional definitions. It is therefore 

unsurprising that a great deal of attention is paid to copying in academic writing, and the 

associated problems are of considerable concern to staff and students. Students frequently ask 

tutors 'How many words are OK?' and their tutors are likely to find this a difficult question to 

answer. Indeed, as Shi (2008, p. 6) concluded, 'There is no consensus on how much language 

must be copied to be deemed plagiarism'. Consequently, explicit guidelines about levels of 

acceptable copying are rare, and the tendency to equate copying directly with plagiarism can 

result in anxiety and confusion (Davis, 2013). Furthermore, text-matching software has 

encouraged educators to focus increasing scrutiny of possible instances of copying in student 

work (Angélil-Carter, 2000; Pecorari, 2013). Thus, it is important to examine the practice of 

copying from a number of perspectives, beyond just the copying of words: in this essay, we 

will discuss why we copy and different practices of copying, before examining possible 

distinctions between acceptable and unacceptable practices. In this way, we aim to raise the 

reader’s awareness about copying and to offer some guidelines to draw lines between 

acceptable and unacceptable practices. 

 

 

Why do we copy? 

 Imitating what others do and how others behave seems to be a fundamental 

characteristic of human nature. In psychological sciences and in biology, unconscious 

behavioural imitation is known as mimicry. The tendency for individuals to imitate or mimic 

the behaviour of fellow humans undoubtedly had survival benefits in our evolutionary past. It 

is not difficult to imagine a scene in which a group of early human-like creatures are busy 



 
 

collecting fruits and berries. Suddenly, one or two startled members of the group stop 

collecting and run for cover, emitting alarm calls. Any individual who does not run, 

mimicking the flight response of the predator detector or detectors, would stand a high 

chance of being eaten by that predator. If such situations occurred frequently in our 

evolutionary past, then it is not surprising that the instinct to imitate others would have been 

selected as a survival trait. Indeed, such collective flight behaviour is commonly observed in 

many mammal and bird species. Similarly, among our primate relatives today, we can 

observe that young apes imitate older and more experienced apes using tools to crack open 

nuts or to extract termites. In this very basic sense then, individuals who were effective 

copiers had a higher chance of survival and of passing on their genes to the next generation. 

On another level, it is thought that imitating others, whether verbally, facially, emotionally or 

behaviourally, increases rapport, linking, and empathy between interaction partners. It thus 

strengthens group bonds (Paukner, Suomi, Visalberghi, & Ferrrai, 2009; Stel, van Baaren, & 

Vonk, 2008; Stel & Vonk, 2010). This is also likely to be an evolutionary trait which 

enhances survival prospects, since groups that bond closely are more likely to be successful 

by caring for others, sharing and making a collective defence.  

 Imitation of verbal behaviour has been shown to occur in the very first few days of 

life. In one well-known study, for example, Simner (1971) showed that infants as young as 

two to four days old will cry in response to another infant’s crying. Imitation is also 

considered to play a significant role in human language development. Whilst few today 

would agree with the simplistic behaviourist view that all language constructions must be 

imitated before they can be incorporated into an individual’s repertoire of linguistic 

behaviours (for example, Mowrer, 1960), it is accepted that exposure to language forms, 

whether we are thinking of phonological, syntactic or phraseological patterns, is the principal 

driver of language development. These forms are imitated, sometimes with novel variations, 

as subsequent language productions in the form of vocalisations. In fact, studies show that by 

one year of age, infants’ spontaneous utterances are imitations of the language patterns that 

they perceived in their environment (Kuhl, 2000). Furthermore, it would seem that verbal 

imitation is a continuing aspect of language development which does not end with the onset 

of adulthood. Adults tend to adopt each other’s accents, latency to speak, rate of speech, 

utterance durations (Cappella & Planalp, 1981) and sentence syntax (Bock, 1986). Moreover, 

it is easy to observe that in adulthood, unconscious verbal imitation and conscious copying of 

syntactic and phraseological patterns occur quite frequently. One only has to consider how, 



 
 

when new phrases are coined, they may quickly become widely used and understood within 

the adult population: 'cyber attacks', 'fake news', 'hard Brexit'. 

 Imitation as a form of learning holds an important place in developmental 

psychology. In fact, imitation is thought to be fundamental to how a developing human learns 

to live within their own culture. For the individual, it provides the resources necessary for 

acting and participating within, initially, their family, and later, society. One influential 

theory is that learning is a cognitive process that takes place in a social context and can occur 

purely through observation. Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) draws heavily on the 

concept of modeling, or learning by observing the behaviour of others. Children pay attention 

to the way models behave and encode their behaviour. Later, they may imitate the behaviour 

they have observed, and if it is appropriate, it is likely to be reinforced by the approval of 

others. Other theories of human development also draw heavily on imitation as a learning 

process. Piaget (1962), for example, observed that during the first two years of a child’s life, 

their learning seems to prioritise the imitation of observed actions (what he termed 

'sensorimotor imitation'). Then, around the end of the second year of life, and continuing into 

the early school years (to about age seven), imitation enters a cognitive stage. This is where a 

child has a mental image of the behaviour to be imitated (what Piaget called 'representative 

imitation'), even if the child is not conscious of this. More conscious forms of imitative 

learning are well recognised: learning to play music, sing, dance, pronounce a new word or 

phrase, or manipulate a new grammatical structure in a second language. We might term this 

imitation and memorisation of 'how to do something'. Another form of conscious imitative 

learning is memorisation of textual material with a view to later reproduction. We will 

discuss memorisation in relation to one educational culture later in this essay. 

 As imitation is such a natural part of human learning behaviour, it is unsurprising 

to find students imitating others by reusing their written words, especially in the early 

stages of their study. Howard (1993, p. 233) defines the practice of patchwriting as 

'copying from a source text and then deleting some words, altering grammatical 

structures, or plugging in one-for-one synonym-substitutes'. Howard (1993, 1995, 1999) 

has long argued that patchwriting should be considered a natural stage of development, 

when students do not have enough language or knowledge about a subject to write about 

it in their own way. Many scholars agree with her (Bloch, 2012; Pecorari, 2003; 

Sutherland-Smith, 2008). For example, Pecorari (2003, p. 338) asserts: 'Today’s 

patchwriter is tomorrow’s competent academic writer'.  

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


 
 

 Students’ intention in using the words of others may often come from a legitimate 

desire to engage more deeply in the discourse of the community but there could be a 

mismatch between what students attempt to do, and how their actions are perceived by the 

community around them. A tutor-reader would only see the result of using other authors’ 

words, but not the attempt or the process behind it, which can be a normal stage towards 

competence as an academic writer. Where the attempt to paraphrase is at a patchwriting level, 

Introna and Hayes (2004) call this 'grey plagiarism', because of reader uncertainty about 

whether it can be seen as acceptable or unacceptable.  

 Having introduced the practice of copying and imitation, discussed why it is an 

important evolutionary trait and begun to consider how students may use it, we will next 

briefly review historical and cultural practices, before examining acceptable and 

unacceptable copying practices of academic writing in more detail.  

 

Historical and Cultural Practices  

 Copying has been recognised as part of authorial practice throughout history. 

Many scholars of plagiarism argue that the historical context of plagiarism needs to be 

brought into perspective (Angélil-Carter, 2000; Bloch, 2012; Carter Simmons, 1999; 

Howard, 1999; Pecorari, 2008; Stearns, 1999; Sutherland-Smith, 2008). For example, 

Sutherland-Smith (2008) discusses the 16th century Romantic notion of authorship in 

which 'each author was an individual genius who created an original work' (p. 40). 

However, as Blum (2009) points out, Shakespeare’s plays often retell other tales, and 

Homer produced collaborative works that were passed down orally to some extent, 

meaning that even historically, the absolute originality of a unique author comes into 

question. It is also important to consider the history of the legal perspective on 

plagiarism. Sutherland-Smith (2008) cites the Statute of Anne of 1710 which decreed that 

the thoughts and ideas of authors were 'property' and misappropriating them was an 

offence. This developed into the copyright laws used since this time. Howard (1999) 

points out that our insistence on absolute authorial originality and autonomy is a fairly 

recent phenomenon, and what is understood by authorship is contingent.  

 In many parts of the world, accurate copying of text through memorisation has been 

highly valued both as a way of transmitting knowledge and as an important part of the 

learning process. In this volume, Li and Flowerdew discuss Chinese cultural practices in 

detail, and how socio-historical factors influence educational approaches to the use of source 

text. We draw here briefly on the example of the Middle East, which has been less widely 



 
 

studied in this respect. Nasr (1992) explains how memorisation as a way of transmitting 

knowledge has played and still plays a significant role in the educational philosophy and 

intellectual tradition of the Middle East. This can be traced back to the origins of Islam when, 

it is believed, the Quranic revelation was received by Prophet Mohammad orally and 

subsequently memorised before being transmitted to his followers, who in turn memorised 

the verses. The memorisation of the Quran (which actually means recitation) and Hadith 

(traditions) are to this day school subjects that students are tested on at the end of each 

academic year, and this applies to all countries in the Arab region. In fact, there are many 

specialist schools for the memorisation and recitation of the Quran in all Arab countries. 

These specialist schools are called tahfiz (literally memorisation), and they train students in 

memorising the Quran part by part until it is all memorised by heart. Memorising it all is 

considered a great accomplishment, which also brings the memoriser or hafiz (keeper) a high 

status in society that is celebrated by the individual’s community.  

 The extent to which this tradition might have influenced judgements about the 

acceptability of copying other texts is difficult to determine with any degree of certainty. 

We do know that copying texts was viewed fairly positively during the Islamic Golden 

Era; it was common practice for libraries to allow individual scholars to hand-copy their 

treasured manuscripts with a view to permitting the knowledge to be shared (Majali, 1976). 

However, this was before the advent of printing, and even in the West, up to this time, 

accurate textual copying by hand was also highly valued. We also know that from the 

earliest times, there was large pool of oral poetry which singers were able to draw on and 

reproduce; at the same time, there is evidence that, even within the oral poetic tradition, 

many poets were proud of the fact that they were not using the material of others 

(Schoeler, 2006). Even if memorisation is encouraged in the educational systems of the 

Middle East, there is recognition that, by itself, it is neither sufficient, nor is it the goal of 

education. Nakosteen (1964), for example, suggests that, in addition to the principle of 

memorisation and repetition, what has been valued in Islamic educational institutions is 

reflection and application of the content. Furthermore, it is not difficult to find online 

discussions about the unacceptability of plagiarism in universities in the Arab speaking 

world (e.g. Guessoum, 2010). All this suggests that even in cultures which place a high 

value on textual memorisation, there are limitations to acceptable copying, which we will 

now explore in more depth. 

 

Acceptable copying 



 
 

In this section, we will examine acceptable practices of copying in terms of the rhetorical 

structure of texts, and in more detail, the re-use of academic phrases. We will start by 

exploring the four-part typology created by Pecorari and Shaw (2012) to analyse the 

kinds of intertextuality that may emerge in the academic writing of novice writers who 

are non-native speakers. They distinguish between legitimate and illegitimate forms 

based on the criteria presented in the table below: 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE) 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 Legitimate forms of intertextuality include indirect and conventional forms. 

Conventional forms adhere to the standardised ways of referring to sources in a written piece, 

whether through paraphrase or quotation, with appropriate referencing. As long as the correct 

conventions are followed, such forms of copying are acceptable, and they are even 

encouraged as a characteristic of scholarly writing.  

 Perhaps the most interesting category of legitimate copying is what they call indirect 

intertextuality. In addition to the commonalities of topic or purpose which determine the 

relationship between many texts, two other prominent forms of indirect intertextuality can be 

seen in rhetorical and phraseological commonalities. At the rhetorical level, for example, it is 

well known that research dissertations and articles typically share a similar structure 

(IMRaD). In many disciplines, writers are expected to reproduce this or a similar textual 

structure when they present their own work. The point here is that novice writers, if they are 

to be successful, can be advised to copy such frameworks for their own writing. Indeed, this 

type of rhetorical copying is encouraged on academic writing courses around the world. 

 Another prominent form of legitimate, indirect intertextuality which Pecorari and 

Shaw give as an example operates at the phraseological level; it is the copying and re-use of 

key ready-made phrasal constructions. It is likely that successful language learners have 

understood that language has an important phraseological dimension from the earliest times, 

but theoretical discussions about the importance of phraseology within the field of applied 

linguistics only emerged in the 1970s. Observations of this phenomenon were initially 

concerned with speech production. It was argued that although speakers have the potential to 

be creative with language, only a minority of the lexical sequences that a speaker produces are 

original creations, and that many have in fact been produced before; it is this use of 

memorised phraseological elements that permits rapid speech production (Bolinger, 1976; 



 
 

Pawley & Syder, 1983). Empirical analysis of language corpora using specialised software 

permitted analysts to identify recurrent word sequences and supported these earlier claims. 

Various studies were able to show that a significant proportion of both written and spoken 

discourse is composed of phraseological elements of various kinds (Sinclair, 1991; Altenberg, 

1998; Erman & Warren, 2000). From a psycholinguistic perspective, we can say that much of 

the language we use is acquired, stored and retrieved as pre-constructed wholes. Furthermore, 

there is evidence that language acquisition of this kind takes place from the earliest year of 

life (Peters, 1983), and in the section about why we copy above, we have seen how 

acquisition of new phrases continues into adulthood. The point here is that just as the words 

we use in communication are not our own, many of the phrases that we use in speech or 

writing have been produced previously by others. 

 It is now widely accepted that pre-constructed phrases play an important role in 

academic discourse, and that to write successfully, student writers, particularly those who are 

writing in a second language, need to acquire these standard collocations and phrases (e.g. 

Biber, Conrad & Cortes, 2004; Cowie, 1992; Hyland, 2008; Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992; 

Wood, 2015). Many teachers of academic writing encourage students to reproduce these 

phrases in their writing. Swales and Feak (2004), for example, advise graduate students that: 

'Borrowing the words and phrases of others can be a useful language learning strategy. 

Certainly, you would not be plagiarizing if you borrowed items that are commonly or 

frequently used in academic English' (p. 172). The assumption here is that such phrases (see 

Figure 2) are common property and that, once identified, they can be 'borrowed' and reused by 

other writers.  

 Whether the form of indirect intertextuality identified by Pecorari and Shaw 

(2012), and recommended by Swales and Feak (2004), is considered legitimate practice 

among academic writers was the question asked in a recent study undertaken by the 

current authors of this chapter (Davis & Morley, 2015). We asked 45 academics, 

representing a cross section of disciplines at two UK universities, whether they felt it 

would be legitimate for novice writers to reuse any of a set of 32 phrases presented to 

them in a questionnaire. Figure 1 shows some of the phrases that 95% of the respondents 

thought could be legitimately reused. 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE) 

______________________________________________________________________ 



 
 

 

 Our research also endeavoured to find out, through in-depth interviews with a smaller 

group of the respondents (n = 8), more about what the academics felt were the characteristics 

which rendered a phrase legitimately reusable. Through discussions with the respondents, the 

following conditions for legitimate re-use emerged: 

 

i) when the phrases were not unique or original constructions;  

ii) when they did not contain an opinion or an evaluative element;  

iii) when they did not contain topic-specific content words.  

 

In addition, it was felt by some of the respondents that for phrasal re-use to be legitimate, the 

writer needed to understand the meaning fully and to use it in an effective way in the text. So 

a fourth condition might be added: 

 

 iv) when it is reused in a correct way 

 

 Interestingly, for the interview respondents, the number of words in each phrase did 

not appear to be among the most important conditions for legitimate re-use. It is also notable 

that one of the phrases in Figure 1 contains 11 words and reusing this was viewed as 

acceptable by 95% of survey respondents. Even longer phrases appear to pass this legitimacy 

test: in an earlier publication, Pecorari (2009) reports coming across a re-used phrasal 'bundle' 

of 12 words identified in a small corpus of topic specific research papers. Nevertheless, when 

we examined the strength of the relationship between the proportion of survey respondents in 

our study who thought a phrase could be legitimately reused with the number of words in 

each phrase, we found that legitimacy correlated negatively with length of phrase, i.e. more 

academics found the recycling of the shorter phrases to be more legitimate, and longer 

phrases less so (Spearman’s rho = -0.616, n = 28, p = 0.004, two-tailed). Furthermore, 

notably fewer phrases of more than nine words were considered acceptable for re-use. Thus, 

based on these findings, as long as the above four conditions are met, a fifth condition for re-

use of general academic phrases could be added:  

 

 v) the phrase should not normally be longer than nine words.  

 



 
 

This could serve as a useful cut off point to advise student writers about the acceptable length 

of reusable academic phrases. One further implication of this indication of length is that if 

tutors set up assignments on Turnitin using the function to match strings of a low number of 

words, such as 5 or 6, they need to realise that such matches are likely to include academic 

phrases considered generic and acceptable; in other words, text-matching could indicate good 

practice with the re-use of suitable phrases.  

 

 

 Another aspect of the phrases that our respondents did not mention as being a 

condition for legitimate phrasal re-use is frequency. This is interesting because in the field of 

applied linguistics, one of the defining criteria for identifying phrasal sequences is their high 

frequency count in large corpora of spoken or written language. However, among applied 

linguists, there is no clear agreement about which frequency parameters should be used 

(Wray, 2008), and different results are obtained depending on the nature of the corpus being 

searched, the frequency measurement used, and the number of words in the phrasal sequence 

being searched for. In addition, this criterion may work less well for longer phrasal sequences 

with one or more substitutable elements, especially where these may be content words 

relating to a specific discipline or topic. Having said that, for the non-expert, a search of a 

phrasal sequence in Google, which incidentally permits substitutable elements to be 

discounted, can offer a quick indication of the extent to which it has been used by other 

writers. Indeed, this approach is recommended by Swales and Feak (2012), building on their 

earlier advice about borrowing phrases: 'Skeletal phrases . . . are phrases that you can adapt 

for your own writing, taking care that you add your original content . . . . One way to find 

skeletal phrases is to use Google Scholar . . . you can search for strings of language' (p. 138). 

For example, applying the frequency criterion to some of the phrases listed in Figure 1, we 

found that a Google search produces 53.5 million instances of the findings of this study, and 

17.6 million instances of recent evidence suggests that. Not all phrases will produce such 

high counts; nevertheless, even if frequency cannot be advocated as a categorical condition, 

with informed use, a frequency count using Google can provide writers with additional 

information to help them determine the legitimacy of reusing particular phrases. 

 To sum up, we have found that rhetorical structures of texts tend to be copied within 

academic norms, and with regard to phrases, copying is acceptable where they are not 

original, do not contain opinion or content, are used correctly – and generally have no more 



 
 

than nine words. Checking frequency counts on Google can also help with decisions about 

the acceptable use of phrases.  

 

Unacceptable copying 

Having examined acceptable copying, we will now discuss what constitutes unacceptable 

levels of copying. Referring back to Table 1 in the section above, unacceptable copying 

broadly comes under the categories defined by Pecorari and Shaw (2012) of 'deceptive' 

intertextuality, where there is a clear intention to cheat and 'unconventional' 

intertextuality, where the writer is not following academic regulations but does not intend 

to cheat. Thus, unacceptable copying can mean plagiarism, but could indicate other 

intertextual problems. We will firstly discuss unacceptable copying with regard to 

academic phrases. Then we will examine where copying becomes unacceptable in terms 

of authorship of text and quotations, and discuss decisions about copying related to text-

matching tools. 

 In our earlier research (Davis & Morley, 2015), we found that a small proportion 

(0-29%) of respondents thought the following phrases were acceptable for re-use:  

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE) 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 We concluded that there were four elements that affected these decisions: 

increasing length (except in the first example), a higher number of content words (defined 

as nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs which carry lexical meaning), and a more original 

construction, with an opinion. In the above examples, it can be seen that more than half of 

the words were content-based. All could be seen as specific, original phrases created by 

their authors, which also indicate opinions. Thus they evidently breach the conditions for 

acceptable re-use of academic phrases set out in the section above (apart from the 

condition to be used accurately, which we cannot measure when the phrase is in 

isolation). It is notable, however, that the first phrase was relatively short (6 words), so 

did not breach the length guideline (up to 9 words), but was generally considered 

unacceptable because of its originality and use of opinion. At the same time, our 

interview respondents demonstrated different views about length, especially when 

highlighted by Turnitin. For example, some explained that they had a strategy to exclude 



 
 

up to six words from text matches, while others cautioned students about plagiarism if 

any phrases were highlighted. 

 Unacceptable copying also tends to be noticed by markers when it is juxtaposed to 

a student’s own discourse. Often the first trigger to suspect plagiarism is where there is a 

sudden change of discourse in a text, particularly to one more sophisticated and expert, 

therefore very likely to come from a published source (Bull, Coughlin, Collins & Sharp, 

2001). Spotting this sudden change in discourse was described vividly by a tutor 

participant in our previous research:  

Suddenly you spot a stretch of language which just seems out of kilter with what’s 

gone before and you just think, that doesn’t sound like her, or that doesn’t sound 

like him,…(it) will cause that sort of clunk in the reader’s brain which will raise 

their suspicions that something dodgy is going on. (Davis & Morley, 2015, p. 30) 

 

The decision about acting on this, however, is within the hands of tutor-reader (Pecorari, 

2008). Where the reader perceives that the writing is too different, in part or wholly, from 

the student’s own, based on their previous submissions or in class writing, one 

explanation is that the student has copied from sources. Here it must be acknowledged 

that one of the issues related to anonymous marking is that markers are not able to 

identify students in this way and to make any kind of comparison with other work. Some 

argue this may mean more students plagiarise as they cannot be identified; indeed, 

Newton (2015) asks whether we should limit anonymous marking as a consequence. 

 Another area of concern with too much copying is that it demonstrates a lazy or 

disengaged approach to assignments. Some students find a text, copy a section for their 

assignment and employ a risky strategy to change words later (Pecorari, 2013), which could 

result in plagiarism if they forget; this is sometimes termed 'sloppy paraphrasing' (Schick, 

2011, p. 96). Furthermore, students who produce assignments by copying and pasting large 

sections of text, without their own input, language or ideas, seem disengaged with learning. 

This behaviour may be connected with 'deceptive' copying practices (Pecorari & Shaw, 

2012), such as buying ready-made essays, wholesale use of tools for paraphrasing or 

translating, instead of producing original work. One major element of these deceptive 

practices is that they involve the entire assignment, bought as a whole, or where a tool has 

been used to produce it as a whole. These practices are thus deemed intentional acts, and 

considered serious breaches of regulations. One of the main ways that policy makers, 



 
 

teachers and markers distinguish between poor practice and plagiarism is whether a student’s 

actions can be seen as deliberate (Carroll, 2007).  

 A further dimension to copying from source texts at an unacceptable level is that 

it is likely to result in students lacking an authorial voice; the words and views of other 

authors are foregrounded and those of students are missing or hidden. Where students 

rely on source text for information, ideas and words up to the point Ridley (2008, p. 132) 

calls 'over-dependence', the amount of copying is clearly problematic. This is the case 

even if each copied part is formatted correctly in quotations (discussed above as 

'legitimate' intertextuality), because it means students are not engaging with source text or 

demonstrating their own thinking about what they read. Pittam, Elander, Lusher, Fox and 

Payne (2009) argue that establishing an authorial stance is very difficult and students 

often want to play safe with quotations.  

 Quotations require further discussion here, since they are a very frequently used 

copying strategy, especially where writers struggle to paraphrase (Shi, 2008). However, 

excessive use of quotations can be a form of unacceptable copying. We will consider here 

how much copying is acceptable both in terms of the length of quotations and the overall 

use of quotations in a written piece of work. While there is no standard regulation in 

terms of appropriate maximum length for quotations, many tutors attempt to give 

guidance about the quantity: for example, ten words, two lines, one sentence. Tutors often 

have individual preferences, which could be for a certain number of quotations per 

assignment, or none at all, as one student explained: 'The tutor of this module said he 

didn’t like quotation…so I didn’t use' (Davis, 2012, p. 25). The more common advice 

from study skills books is to use quotations sparingly and keep them short (Bailey, 2014; 

Cottrell, 2011; Godfrey, 2016; Sowton, 2012) or to use them judiciously (Pears & 

Shields, 2016). Regarding quantity, Godfrey (2016) suggests a maximum of one or two 

short quotations per page, while Sowton (2012) recommends using 15 words as a limit 

above which students should question whether all the words are needed and keep only the 

essential elements. This recommendation is helpful, as it offers both a suggested word 

limit and a useful strategy to employ with decisions about quotations beyond this limit. 

Other general advice is not to use quotations just to fill in the word count, as this is likely 

to limit a student’s own learning and thinking. Returning to our conditions discussed 

above for legitimate re-use of academic phrases, we said that phrases should not be 

'unique or original constructions'. This is one of the main criteria given for using a section 



 
 

of text as a quotation, such as the following advice: 'only quote if you feel you have 

found a powerful or unique phrase' (Godfrey, 2016, p. 32). 

 Interesting research into quotations has been carried out by Petrić (2012). Petrić 

discovered that students using long quotations for much of their assignments tended to be 

worried about their own language use, about misrepresenting sources or plagiarising by 

not paraphrasing enough, so they concluded it was better to copy source text exactly in 

the form of quotations. These students gained lower marks, but passed because they did 

not breach regulations. Furthermore, students who gained high grades made use of three 

times as many quotes (where the mean number of quotes per dissertation was 71.6 

instances vs. 19.6 among those with lower grades) – but they made use of them as 

sentence fragments, not whole sentences or sections. This was in contrast to those with 

lower marks who relied on the clause based quotes without modifying, which she terms 

'legitimate but excessive' borrowing (p. 112) that could lead to over-reliance on source 

text, but not a breach of regulations. From this study, we could assume that it is more 

important to keep quotations short than to be concerned about the total number of 

quotations in a text.  

 Regarding the overall amount of copying in a text, some attempts to establish 

levels of acceptability have been made. For example, Bennett (2005) categorised copied 

text at the sentence level as minor plagiarism, and copied text at the paragraph or whole 

text level as major plagiarism. Other authors have argued that it is impossible to set levels 

as tutors cannot form a consensus on degrees of plagiarism (for example, Price, 2009; 

Sutherland-Smith, 2008). There are many factors involved; it depends often on what and 

how it is copied, and the student’s intentions. For example, sometimes students may use 

verbatim text from sources with citation, but not formatted as a quotation. The reader 

assumes it is a paraphrase, but then discovers it is an unformatted quotation. This practice 

may be considered acceptable by students (Chanock, 2008; East, 2005), while tutors may 

not agree on whether it is minor plagiarism or a more serious breach (Price, 2009). Thus 

it is important for both staff and students to look at examples of source use together, and 

draw lines between acceptable and unacceptable practices (Swales & Feak, 2004; 

Williams & Davis, 2017). 

 Universities sometimes attempt to suggest what level of copying constitutes a breach 

of regulations. For example, plagiarism is defined by Leeds Beckett University (2015) as: 

'The substantial, unacknowledged incorporation into a student’s work of material derived 

from the work (published or unpublished) of another'. It is notable that this definition 



 
 

includes the word ‘substantial’; thus it can be inferred that copying a small amount is not 

plagiarism, according to this guidance. Using a word that refers to quantity like ‘substantial’ 

leads to further questions about how much copying constitutes an unacceptable amount. 

Institutions have tended to respond to student copying with very serious measures in recent 

years and have often set a low bar for unacceptable copying. Badge and Scott (2009) report 

that the tools used in universities for detecting copying have had a profound effect on 

teaching and the way markers look at how sources are used in texts. With the emphasis on 

matched strings of words highlighted in colour in the student text, the attention of markers 

has shifted to the words used, rather than the ideas. This trend is described by Angélil-Carter 

(2000, p. 93): 

Most markers, though they understand plagiarism to include the use of the ideas of 

others without acknowledgement, are generally fairly lenient when this occurs in 

student essays. They are annoyed far more by word-for-word copying whether 

acknowledged or not. 

 

 Yet, it clearly needs to be recognised that the text-matching tools simply match 

whatever strings of words are the same, including mundane details such as the address of 

the university, or required elements such as the assignment title, instructions or a given 

table of contexts. Short standard academic phrases also tend to be matched, which, as we 

have argued above and elsewhere, should be seen as acceptable practice (Davis & 

Morley, 2015). Bloch (2012) also noted that 'given the large number of ‘chunks’ or 

lexical bundles that exist in English…which words should be counted in trying to 

determine plagiarism can add another level of complexity' (p. 8). The prevalence of these 

standard phrases in student writing should be taken into account in decisions about 

acceptable copying when considering text-matching reports. 

 However, practices vary widely, and it appears that in some contexts, tutors rely 

on Turnitin scores to determine plagiarism, and set arbitrary thresholds of overall 

matches: for example, student scripts with 15% overall text match were investigated for 

plagiarism in a study by Barrett and Malcolm (2006). Bentley (2012) has argued that the 

overall percentage match should be removed as it 'tempts people to infer more from the 

headline percentage than is appropriate'. Sutherland-Smith (2008) reports teachers only 

looking at red (75-100% matches), orange (50-74%) and yellow (25-49%) overall 

matches for possible plagiarism. However, the traffic light colours of Turnitin should not 

be relied upon (Cohen, 2010; Davis, 2007); for example, green is perceived to be safe, 



 
 

but as it covers the range 0-24%, it may not be, and the yellow range may match to 

correctly cited text. One of the problems of relying on the overall results was reported by 

Cohen (2010, p. 5): markers 'were tempted to just check high percentage matches without 

considering the implications of plagiarism occurring with lower percentage matches'. 

Clearly, it is necessary for markers to interpret text-matching results carefully and also to 

examine other factors. Cohen (2010) found students understandably concerned that their 

work would be judged by a number. Thus, reliance on overall similarity results can also 

be confusing for students, who tend to be very pre-occupied with the question 'what 

percentage is good or bad?' (Davis, 2007). This question demonstrates the uncertainty of 

students about what text-matching means, and may also result in them losing sight of the 

actual objectives of assessment. Some conclude 'I need to make the colour go away' 

(Williams & Davis, 2017, p. 98), which might even lead to them removing all the sources 

from their work to avoid the text match. Clearly, it is extremely important to understand 

how to approach text-matching and to avoid making decisions based only on overall 

similarity. 

 In contrast, we would recommend tutors and students pay more attention to high 

individual matches to other texts, as these are more likely to reflect unacceptable copying 

or at least over-reliance on certain sources, although all results should be carefully 

interpreted (Davis, 2007). The colour coding, ranking and percentages of individual 

matches on Turnitin can be very helpful indicators. In further research (Davis & Carroll, 

2009), in order to assess over-reliance on any copied text (including quotations), the 

highest ranked individual source match was assessed as severe at 5%, 2-4.9% as 

moderate, 0.1-1.99% as minor. Using this scale, a match of 5% to an individual source 

may indicate unacceptable copying, which would be over-reliance if it stems from an 

appropriately cited quotation, and plagiarism if it is source text that has not been 

appropriately attributed. Conversely, it is generally accepted that individual matches of 1-

2% are considered acceptable (Davis, 2007).  

 Ironically, the most serious kind of breach in terms of unacceptable copying could 

occur in an assignment which produces a zero match on Turnitin, a phenomenon that is 

currently causing educators considerable concern (Plagiarism forum, 2015). While zero 

matches may occur simply from a lack of material on the subject on the text-matching 

database, a new concern is that essay writing sites offer 'plagiarism free' essays (Wallace 

& Newton, 2014), by which they mean the text will have a zero match. This can be 

achieved, for example, by formatting, spacing, photographing, replacing a common letter 



 
 

with a similar symbol, using old sources, or adapting and fabricating sources in some 

way. Zero matches can then hide serious cases of unacceptable copying, often of the 

entire assignment. Therefore, it is evident that zero matches should not be seen as an 

indicator of acceptable copying, or any kind of goal for students to strive towards.  

 

Conclusion 

In this essay, we set out to answer a simple question: 'how much can you copy?' We have 

not found a simple answer. It is not surprising that educators find it very difficult to agree 

on exactly what plagiarism is; by the same token, they may find it hard to stipulate what 

level of copying is acceptable. Furthermore, detecting deceptive practice seems far from 

straightforward. By embarking on a reflective journey to study the human practices of 

copying in different domains and contexts, we have considered the factors which 

influence decisions about copying, and we have tried to establish where tentative lines 

might be drawn. We have discussed the natural, developmental, historical, cultural 

contexts of copying and we have then set out acceptable practices with copying and 

contrasted them with unacceptable copying practices. Here we have argued that copying 

is a large part of learning and that it plays a key role in human development and 

socialisation; consequently, much of what it means to be educated is derived 

from copying. Thus, an insistence on 'no copying' is an uninformed and unrealistic 

requirement; furthermore, academic writing is based on building on what is already 

written, whether at the linguistic or ideational level, using certain accepted conventions. 

 Using Pecorari and Shaw’s (2012) typology of intertextuality, we have discussed 

indirect intertextuality in relation to academic phrases in particular. What we have found, 

in terms of quantity, is that general academic phrases of up to nine words are likely to be 

regarded as reusable, if they are not unique constructions, do not contain opinions and do 

not have topic specific content; individual matches of 1-2% to source texts or copying of 

less than one sentence do not usually constitute problems of plagiarism; quotations should 

generally be short sentence fragments in order to be acceptable and where they extend to 

beyond 15 words, care should be taken to include only the essential elements and to avoid 

over-reliance on source texts. We intend these figures to be general guidelines, and we 

emphasise that both staff and students need to think carefully about their decisions 

regarding copying, including what is copied, the purpose of copying and how it impacts 

the rest of the text. Through our exploration of why and how we copy, and discussion of 

acceptable and unacceptable practices in this chapter, we hope the reader has gained a 



 
 

greater awareness of copying in academia, and can make more informed decisions about 

how much can be copied.  
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