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A fundamental step in formulating an appropriate guideline for plagiarism for undergraduate engineering students in
Malaysia is understanding their perspectives on plagiarism in academic exercises. Five key exploratory elements are
discussed, i.e., awareness, types, reasons, solutions and impacts of plagiarism in unsupervised academic exercises. The
perspectives of 270 students from the four core disciplines, and including the architecture department, which involves first,
second, third, and final year students, were obtained using an open-ended survey. Data suggests that engineering
undergraduates are fully aware of what plagiarism is and understood that plagiarism is an academic offence. A high
percentage 79.7% of the respondents — admit to routinely and consciously committing plagiarism due to the habitual
characteristics of a student. The absence of a clear guideline by the university regarding the consequences of committing
plagiarism further abetted the students to commit the offense. Seventy-four percent of the respondents preferred that
plagiarism cases to be handled internally and settled at the discretion of the module convener. Although the students are
highly aware (79.7%) notion of plagiarism, this does not correspond to the same level of awareness in the implications of
the consequences of being caught. This suggests that students are not deterred by the moral ramification of plagiarism,

whilst justifying their actions based on the overwhelming pressure to get good grades.
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1. Introduction

Engineering faculties at Malaysian universities are
committed to and abide by the Washington Accord
as a crucial instrument for the recognition and
accreditation of engineering programmes. The
Engineering Accreditation Council in Malaysia,
which administers the accreditation process for
engineering programmes, has established twelve
mandatory Programme Outcomes (PO) in the
Accreditation Manual [1]. Students are expected
to have achieved these outcomes, in addition to
mastering technical and soft skills, by the time they
graduate from universities. One of the POs gives
explicit emphasis to ethical issues, where graduates
are expected to adhere to ethical principles and
commit to the professional ethics, responsibilities,
and norms of the engineering practice [2].

One of the complex ethical issues faced by
scientists and engineers with regard to publishing
and publications is plagiarism [3]. In 2005, the
Board of Engineers Malaysia [4] published the
ethical principles for engineers in a document
known as ‘Code of Ethics for Young Engineers’
to address the issue of plagiarism. These guidelines
are presented in the form of Dos and Don’ts and
comprise five main points on ethical behaviour and
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practices: (1) Registration, (2) Consultancy, (3)
Supervision, (4) Regulatory requirements, and (5)
Code of Ethics.

Points 1.1 and 1.2 of the documents clearly state
that ‘An engineer should not be the Submitting
Person for designs beyond hislher area of compe-
tency’ and ‘An engineer should not endorse his
Professional Engineer (PE) stamp and sign on
reports or plans not prepared by him.” This is further
elaborated in point 2.3, which states ‘4 checker
engineer should take full responsibility for the check-
ing of the work himself.” These three points empha-
sise the importance of competency and the work
done by an individual and prohibit the submission
of someone else’s work as one’s own.

Several aspects of plagiarism have been exten-
sively researched over the years, including aware-
ness of plagiarism, the reasons for committing the
offense, the factors contributing to it, and its
different forms [5-7]. Some of the studies are more
specific and investigated the social background,
English fluency, field of research, and academic
classification [8—10]. Among the factors influencing
students’ decisions to commit plagiarism are
gender, age, academic ability, social life, and per-
sonality. Younger males with lower grade point
average (GPA) and active social lives have been

937



938

Wan Hanna Melini Wan Mohtar et al.

shown to be more inclined to commit academic
dishonesty [11]. Students with emotional issues,
such as lack of confidence, being pressured, and
seeking the approval of parents and peers were also
found to be more inclined to commit plagiarism
[12]. Not only that, the current Y generation believe
that copying material from the Internet is ‘fair
game’ [13] and becomes one of the big challenges
in educating them.

Much research has investigated the correlation
between plagiarism and students’ personal traits,
social background, and situational factors. Subject
discipline is also believed to be a significant factor in
determining whether a student will commit plagiar-
ism. Science and engineering students have been
shown to commit more plagiarism in comparison to
social science students [14]. The technical content in
science and engineering courses are believed to
contribute to the increase in acts of plagiarism
[15]. Shelley Yeo [15] conducted a study on first
year engineering students in Australia found that
even though students were aware of the concept of
plagiarism, the lack of knowledge regarding the
types of plagiarism has contributed to the student’s
committing plagiarism.

Most of the research and materials in the engi-
neering disciplines are written in English, and very
few books are available in the official language of
Malaysia. This often makes it difficult for students
to sufficiently understand the material and present
ideas in their own words. The tendency to commit
plagiarism by non-English speaking students has
sparked a debate on whether the offense was
committed due to cultural factors or rather the
lack of mastery of the English language. Stappen-
belt et al. [16] has revealed that although postgrad-
uate students that come from the Oceania region
were better at identifying plagiarised material,
students who came from a non-English speaking
background or with English as a second language
were nearly as proficient. Asian students typically
plagiarise because in their culture it is as a sign of
respect and wisdom to use or quote the words of the
masters [17, 18]. Liu [19] rebutted this notion and
suggested that plagiarising is for the most part
committed due to poor mastery of English, both
written and oral communication, and that there is
no concrete evidence for cultural conditioning.

Undergraduate accounting students in Malaysia
were found to commit plagiarism because of ignor-
ance and lack of understanding of the subject, as
well as due to personal attitudes such as mediocre
interest (in the subject) and laziness [20]. There is no
evidence to support the link between plagiarism and
pressure, competence and easy access to Internet.
Motivated by these findings, this paper attempts to
investigate plagiarism awareness and understand-

ing amongst undergraduate engineering students at
one Malaysian university. The investigation
focused primarily on the students’ perspective and
experience. The issue of plagiarism is rather
contentious, particularly when it comes to para-
phrasing and improper citation or referencing pro-
cedures. John Walker [21] proposed seven types of
plagiarism: sham paraphrasing, other plagiarism,
verbatim copying, recycling, ghost writing, illicit
paraphrasing and purloining (copying an assign-
ment without the consent or knowledge of the
proprietor). Of these seven types of plagiarism,
the majority of the students regarded purloining
as an obvious form of plagiarism (to the point of
stealing) whereas paraphrasing is not regarded as
plagiarism [22]. This study does not look at the
whole spectrum of plagiarism, but will focus on the
commonly understood types of plagiarism, i.e.,
purloining and ghost writing.

Several studies have been conducted which
focused on Asian engineering students, particularly
in a multi-racial academic environment such as in
Malaysia. Students in engineering faculties are
often regarded as the créme de la créme and were
accepted into the faculty by virtue of their high
cumulative grade point average (CGPA) from their
preparation year, usually a CGPA higher than 3.5.
They are expected to always be on top of their game,
proactive, hardworking and, most importantly,
able to express ideas in their own words.

However, the past several years has witnessed the
fall of celebrated personalities, including politi-
cians, entertainers, and one scientist and academi-
cian, as a result of plagiarism [13]. Considering that
the scientist and academician was once a student, it
is important, if not imperative, to minimise or
eradicate the acts of plagiarism during the study
years. Sims [23] has shown that students who cheat
(including those who plagiarize) often persist their
unethical behaviour throughout their later career.

This study seeks to answer the following critical
research question: What are the perspectives of
undergraduate engineering students in Malaysia
regarding awareness, type, and impact of plagiar-
ism, the reasons for committing plagiarism, and the
solutions for it?

2. What are the Students Telling us?

This survey involved 270 undergraduate students
from five departments, namely civil, electrical,
mechanical, and chemical engineering as well as
the architecture department, at a public national
university. The participants were informed that
their responses would be anonymous and confiden-
tial, and would be used only for research purposes.
In addition, the participants understood that their
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answers would not be used against them and would
not affect their grades. The questionnaire was
revised based on preliminary feedback, specifically
in rewording the questions (in the questionnaire) to
ensure that the respondents understand the ques-
tions correctly.

It should be noted that the sampling was slightly
gender biased towards female students, and only
38.0% of respondents were male. Even though this
is not an ideal situation, it is a challenge to obtain a
proportionate gender distribution since the current
cohort of students is heavily skewed towards female
students. All respondents are between 18 and 22
years old.

The respondents were well distributed among the
departments, although the highest percentage of
returned questionnaires of 30% is from the students
in the civil engineering department. Table 1 shows
that most of the respondents were beginning their
first year and the lowest percentage of returned
questionnaire was from the final year students.

The survey was conducted via paper question-
naire, and comprised five sections: (1) students’
awareness of plagiarism, (2) commonly plagiarised
academic exercises, (3) factors in committing plagi-
arism, (4) suggested solutions, and (5) impact of
plagiarism on students. Each section will be dis-
cussed in detail below.

2.1 A: Awareness of Plagiarism amongst
Undergraduate Engineering Students

The first section of the questionnaire seeks to
identify the degree of plagiarism awareness
amongst students. This section includes questions
regarding whether students know the definition and
understand the meaning of plagiarism. This section
also contains introductory questions which gauge
the students’ awareness of the seriousness of plagi-
arism. This includes several categories of the plagi-
arism activities described by [21]. However, all
questions in this study were designed to provide
an understanding of the common intentions of

Table 1. Demography of respondents

n =270 N %N
Sex
Male 102 37.8
Female 168 62.2
Year of Study
First 112 41.5
Second 67 24.8
Third 77 28.5
Final 14 5.2
Department
Civil 81 30.0
Mechanical 59 21.9
Chemical 48 17.8
Electrical 47 17.4
Architecture 35 12.9

plagiarism. The present study does not seek to
understand unintentional plagiarism, such as
when students fail to follow the proper protocol in
citing academic materials due to the lack of knowl-
edge [24], whereby this action are considered as of
no malice, accidental and unconscious literary theft
[25]. The present study also did not investigate other
situations of sham paraphrasing, verbatim copying,
recycling, and illicit paraphrasing.

Intentional plagiarism is the deliberate act of
literary theft, and this includes:

1. Taking materials from other sources and sub-
mitting them as one’s own via methods such as
copying without proper acknowledgement, and
passing off another student’s work as one’s
own, with or without the student’s knowledge.

2. Submitting assignments written by someone
else as one’s own work, either by ghost writing
or those prepared by friends and relatives.

In Case 1, the copying is done either with or
without the student’s knowledge and is known as
other plagiarism and purloining, respectively [21].
In Case 2, the definition used for ghost writing is as
described by Walker [21].

This section also seeks to identify the sources
from which students learned or were informed
about plagiarism. Several examples were given,
including lecturers, friends, through their own
initiative, and an opt-out option of no information.
One set of questions seeks to investigate the stu-
dents’ awareness of the university’s policy on plagi-
arism. Two dichotomous questions were asked:

1. ‘Are you aware that the university will take
strict actions for convicted plagiarism con-
ducted by students?’

2. ‘Do you think the university takes plagiarism
seriously?’

More than three-quarters of the respondents
(>75%) ticked the ‘yes’ box for the set of dichot-
omous questions in this section, indicating that they
have a high degree of plagiarism awareness. The
data presented in Table 2 shows that 89% of the
students understood the definition of plagiarism
and were aware that plagiarism is an academic
offence. High percentage of students aware on the
plagiarism is seen as positive improvement, con-
sidering that it was reported, in 2011, that the level
of awareness for engineering students was consider-
ably low [26].

Data analysis for the second part of this section
showed that 51% of respondents learned about and
were informed about plagiarism by their lecturers,
36.5% learned through their own initiative, 9.5%
from friends and seniors, and 2% claimed that they
had no knowledge of plagiarism. The role of
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Table 2. Degree of plagiarism awareness amongst students

Plagiarism awareness
Yes No

(i) know the definition of plagiarism 89% 11%

(ii) understand the definition of plagiarism 88.5% 11.5%

(iii) aware of the seriousness of plagiarism 76.3% 23.7%

(iv) source of information on plagiarism lecturer own initiative friends no info
51% 36.5% 9.5% 2%

(v) awareness of university’s plagiarism policy 76% 24%

(vi) implementation of university’s plagiarism policy 54% 46%

lecturers as the academic ‘town crier’ is critical to
ensure that students are well informed or at least
have a knowledge of plagiarism. In this case, the
faculty members too, need to be fully aware, under-
stand and have the correct attitude towards plagiar-
ism, so that the proper conceptualisation of
plagiarism on the students can take place [27].
This study also seeks to investigate whether stu-
dents are aware of the university’s plagiarism policy
and position on academic offences such as plagiar-
ism. Data shows that the 76% of the students were
aware that the university would take stern action on
proven plagiarism cases. However, only 54% of the
respondents were aware that the university strictly
implements the stringent rules on plagiarism.

2.2 B: When do the Students Plagiarise?

The questions in Section B were designed to identify
the common unsupervised academic exercises in
which students are more likely to plagiarise. The
examples provided in the questionnaire are the
common exercises given to undergraduate engineer-
ing students, including assignments, projects,
laboratory and project reports, quizzes, theses, and
an option for all of the above. It should be noted that
here ‘assignment’ refers to unsupervised assignments
which the students have to complete outside of the
teaching sessions. The ‘thesis’ in this section is only
applicable to final year students and is research-
based, comprising eight credits over two semesters.
This section also includes questions which seek to
determine the typical sources used to obtain infor-
mation and referred to for their academic exercises.
Students were asked to state the sources of the
materials they used, either digital sources (i.e.,
Internet), friends or seniors, or printed sources,
including books/manuscripts and journals.

Respondents were asked to state the academic
exercises in which they have plagiarised, and Table
3 shows that most of the respondents (i.e., 79.7%)
admitted to plagiarising the assignments given by
lecturers, 6.7% admitted to plagiarising both
laboratory and project reports, and 1.3% had
plagiarised during quiz sessions and in their final
year project theses. The low percentage of plagiar-
ism in quizzes is expected since most quizzes are
held during teaching hours and must be handed in
immediately.

It is rather alarming that some students admitted
to committing plagiarism in their theses or final
year projects. Although less than 5% of the respon-
dents commit plagiarism in all academic exercises,
this practice must not be taken lightly and must be
dealt with firmly. Producing unethical engineers not
only tarnishes the university’s reputation but also
might give rise to other serious problems, such as
miscalculated design and involvement in bribery.
This anticipation is made on the basis that the
engineering (including civil engineering) and con-
struction sectors have been identified as the most
corrupt sectors in the world [28].

The questionnaire was also designed to investi-
gate the resources used by the respondents in their
academic work. The majority of the respondents
(i.e., 46.3%) admitted plagiarising by using
resources from the Internet. This is not at all
surprising and was expected as the Y generation is
very IT-savvy and they have unlimited access to the
Internet. The university provides easy, round the
clock access to wireless Internet connection, which
allows the students to download anything from the
comfort of their rooms. This ‘cyber cheating’ or
‘mouse-click plagiarism’ phenomenon, as described
by Scott Stebelman [29] and Nicole Auer and Ellen

Table 3. Percentage of commonly plagiarised academic exercises and source of information

Type of plagiarism

(1) type of task assignment project thesis report Quiz All
79.7% 6.7% 1.3% 6.7% 1.3% 4.3%

(ii) type of source Internet friends/seniors printed sources others
46.3%% 30.3% 5.4% 18.1%
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Krupar [30], is problematic as it is difficult to
persuade students that it is not appropriate to
present the materials from the web as their own.

In addition, 30.3% of respondents said that they
plagiarised assignments by copying answers from
colleagues and seniors, while the remaining respon-
dents plagiarise printed books and other resources.
The small percentage of plagiarism through tradi-
tional method of physical published sources was
very much anticipated considering the nature of
printed resources, which requires students to be at a
specific location, such as the library, whereas the
Internet is accessible from anywhere at any time.
Undergraduate students were also found to per-
ceive copying from the Internet as being less dis-
honest in comparison to plagiarising from printed
sources [31].

2.3 C: Why do Students Plagiarise?

The third section seeks to identify the factors and
reasons which could contribute to plagiarism. The
four hypotheses in this section are concerned with
attitudes, pressure, academic, and cultural factors.
Students were given multiple specific activities as
examples, as shown in Table 4.

This section examines the reasons why students
commit plagiarism based on four factors: attitude,
pressure, academic, and culture. Table 4 shows that
most of the respondents cited attitude and pressure
as their main reasons for committing plagiarism.
Less than 30% of the respondents cited academic
and cultural factors. The fact that 9.5% of the
respondents cited laziness as the reason for commit-
ting plagiarism is rather worrying for a higher
learning institution and competitive school such
as engineering. Further analysis showed that these
respondents were mostly first-year students. First-
year students are seemed to misuse or fail to wisely
use their newfound academic freedom, compared to
the continuous supervision or spoon-fed education
they experienced during their secondary and pre-
university years.

Table 4. Specific activities associated with the four hypothesize
factors for plagiarism amongst undergraduate engineering stu-
dents and the corresponding percentages

Percentage

Factor Specific activity (%)
Attitude Laziness 45

Poor time management 47
Pressure Chasing deadline 43

Getting good grades 49
Academic Confusion on citation rules 20

Lack of understanding of 30

the subject

Low self-confidence 25
Culture Everyone does it 16

Convenience 25

With regard to pressure, the majority of respon-
dents stated that they committed plagiarism in
response to stressful situations, such as not being
able to meet a deadline, the pressure to get good
grades, assignments were too difficult, and confu-
sion on how to complete a task. Slightly less than
43% of the respondents cited the pressure to meet a
deadline as the reason for plagiarising while 49%
cited the pressure to obtain good grades. Respon-
dents admitted to having difficulties in completing
their assignments, in particular when they are
required to answer tough questions and did not
have a good comprehension of the subjects. Low
‘self-confidence’” was cited by 15% of the respon-
dents and 20% admitted to not knowing the proper
method for citing a reference. In this survey ‘self-
confidence’ refers to the students’ ability to believe
that their work is correct and worthy of being
awarded good grades.

A rather high percentage of students, 16%, cited
cultural factors for committing plagiarism. They
plagiarise simply because everyone else is doing it
and it is just a prevailing practice among students.
About 25% of the respondents thought that plagi-
arising is convenient and that it saves time. The
complexities of plagiarism apply even to native
English speakers, although the grammar intricacies
of the English language add challenges to those who
speak English as a second language [9].

2.4 D: Perceived Solutions for Plagiarism

This section focuses on analysing students’ perspec-
tives on possible solutions to minimise, if not
eradicate plagiarism activities. The questions were
designed to investigate which of the following three
methods, (1) awareness campaign, (2) academic
related activities, or (3) disciplinary procedure, is
their most preferred approach. Students were asked
to choose two activities from the list presented in
Table 5. The students were given the opportunity to
give a subjective answer in the space provided in the
questionnaire.

More than half of the respondents agreed that
general information about plagiarism (for new
students) or reminders (for seniors) should be
given during the orientation week (or the first
week of each semester). In fact, some students
prefer to have a compulsory ethics or referencing
course, which they hope would facilitate their
understanding of the definition and types of plagi-
arism, as well as effective methods to avoid it. This
shows that students want to be reminded of what is
expected of them; first-year students in particular
preferred awareness campaigns so that they are
constantly reminded of the seriousness of plagiar-
ism.

The majority of respondents, 46%, stated that the
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Table 5. Set of questions to investigate the perceived solutions for minimising plagiarism and their

corresponding percentages

Solution Specific activity Percentage (%)
Campaign Self-awareness 43
Talk 8
Referencing class 20
General introduction class during orientation week 66
Stated rules and regulations in the university handbook 18
Compulsory open seminar/workshop 16
Academic Time planning 20
Constant reminder by lecturers 16
Use of software to detect plagiarism 16
Design assignment which has no room for plagiarism 20
Disciplinary To be handled internally (i.e. redo assignment) 74
Bring to the attention of the head of department 18
Publicize the names of plagiarist 23
RMS50 penalty per case 23
Lower grades/an F 20
One-year suspension 14
Listed as plagiarist in record book 13
Expel from university 7
Ignore the offence 8

*RM denotes Ringgit Malaysia (Malaysian currency).

university should publicise the names of those who
plagiarise and impose a monetary penalty. How-
ever, more than 74% of the respondents preferred
for plagiarism cases to be handled internally by the
module convener rather than bringing it to the
attention of the Head of Department. This is
obviously a more straightforward choice since
they would not be penalised by the university and
the process is discreetly managed. Disciplinary
action of expulsion from the university is deemed
as burdensome, troublesome, (usually by the
module convener due to exhaustive administrative
procedures) and only 7% of the respondents agreed
to this. A much smaller percentage, i.e., 20% and
14% of the respondents agreed with demotion to
lower grades or a failure and a one-year suspension,
respectively.

Yeo [15] surveyed the physical science and engi-
neering degree programmes in Australia found that
students did not favour penalties or hefty fines. In
the study, students perceived the act of plagiarism
as a not serious offense which would require strin-
gent rules and regulations. They preferred ‘soft’
punishment, such as deduction of marks, to
formal procedures, which is consistent with the
findings in this survey.

The respondents admitted that poor time plan-
ning or time management is a contributing factor to
committing plagiarism when completing unsuper-
vised assignments within the given time frame.
Virtually all respondents who cited this reason are
those who commit plagiarism due to their inability
to meet deadlines. Respondents have to divide their
time between their study, social life, involvement in
college activities (particularly when their enrolment
for the following semester is contingent upon their

active participation in college activities), as well as
family responsibilities. Furthermore, each subject is
a problem-based learning method of delivery, and
this demands a great deal of the students’ time in
addition to making up a significant percentage of
their final grades. This has a strong influence in the
respondents’ decision to commit plagiarism, parti-
cularly for ‘easier’ academic exercises such as
assignments and tutorials.

Concerning the actions that could be taken by the
instructors/professors, the respondents suggested
that it is vital for them to be reminded not to
plagiarise by the module convener at the beginning
of each semester. Some of the respondents (17.6%)
proposed alternative methods to avoid plagiarism,
for instance the use of anti-plagiarism software such
as Turnitin, which has been proven a successful tool
in detecting plagiarism [32, 33]. Misis et al. [34] has
also proved that JPlag and Moss to be effective
tools for plagiarism detection for programming
assignments, as they clearly indicated cases of
similarity which were manually confirmed by
human code inspection. The respondents stated
that one of the ways to reduce plagiarism is by
giving assignments that are designed with no pos-
sibility for cheating.

2.5 E: Personal Impact of Plagiarism

The final section aims to obtain respondents’ under-
standings of the impact and consequences of plagi-
arism. The personal impact of plagiarism comprises
four elements: (1) crime, (2) reputation, (3) personal
trait, and (4) 1Q. The impact of crime consists of
two scenarios, the possibility of committing a crime,
and its legal consequence. The specific activities for
other elements surveyed is presented in Table 6.
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Table 6. Specific activities related to plagiarism in the impact model and their corresponding percentage

Impact Specific impact Percentage (%)
Crime Commit a crime 7
Face legal action 10
Reputation Negative impact on academic performance 43
Personal reputation 45
Credibility as an engineer 15
Personal trait Incompetent engineering graduates 33
Dependence on Internet for information/knowledge 16
Level of IQ Does not develop critical thinking 50
Lack of creativity and innovative ideas 36
Inhibit intellectual growth 30

Results showed that the respondents were aware
that plagiarism is a serious offence and is strongly
related to cheating, with 45% of the respondents
being fully aware of the effects of plagiarism on their
future career, academic reputation, and undesired
personality traits. A total of 43% of respondents
agreed that plagiarism damages academic perfor-
mance, and 50% of students agreed that plagiarism
impedes the development of critical thinking. These
results clearly support the view of 15% of the
respondents that plagiarism has an effect on their
future career as engineers. However, low percentage
of respondents citing this reason indicate that the
impact is not as significant as the other reasons
described in Table 6. Despite the clear awareness
of the gravity of committing plagiarism, respondents
still chose to plagiarise because they believed that
they would not be caught. In addition, even if they
were caught plagiarising the respondent believed
that the offense would be dealt with internally and
would not have any long-term repercussions.

3. Discussion

3.1 A: Plagiarism Awareness

Plagiarism awareness increased steadily with the
number of years spent at institutions of higher
education. Differences in didactic practices and
cultures contribute to the debate on the awareness
and types of plagiarism. The Malaysian education
assessment gives much emphasis to the national-
scale written examinations and is based on sche-
matic answers. Most students are provided with the
answer schemes, to ensure that they give the perfect
answers for each question, and as a result, the
system indirectly churns out students who are not
intellectually independent. The ‘top-down’ style of
teaching and learning practised by Malaysian tea-
chers and students in primary and secondary
schools has a strong impact on students’ ability to
self-regulate in their learning strategies and detach
themselves from the ‘spoon-feeding’ type of educa-
tion [35-36]. The consistent spoon-feeding of sche-
matic information reinforces the prevailing
understanding that verbatim reiteration is a norm.

Students only gain a full comprehension of
plagiarism after entering universities, which might
be considered too late in the course of a student’s
formal learning experience. The maturity achieved
by the students leads them to reinvent their study
strategies and concepts, engaging them in under-
standing the real ideology behind the concept,
effects, the practice of plagiarism as an academic
offence, and the university’s policy and actions
taken on plagiarism cases.

It is this level of maturity that has to be nurtured
amongst Malaysian students in their early years of
learning. It is believed that the concept of plagiar-
ism should be instilled starting from the preschool
by providing them learning experiences which are
continuously engaging, developing, and promote
individual creativity. Teachers on the other hand
should celebrate out of the box answers and not
only restricted to the designed schematic answers,
as ways to encourage students to be comfortable in
their own thinking and presentation.

3.2 B: Types of Plagiarism

A majority of students admitted to having com-
mitted plagiarism in their assignments due to the
nature of the exercise, which allows and promotes
such practice. Assignments rely heavily on trust and
self-control, and students must be mature enough
to complete the exercises independently. Students
must have a curiosity to acquire personal compe-
tences in a specific area and monitor their own
lifelong learning, so that they will not be left
behind in updated knowledge and technologies. If
students are not able to achieve the required level of
maturity, the assignments or exercises must be
completed with supervision or directly incorpo-
rated into team discussion to minimise the oppor-
tunity to commit plagiarism/cheat.

The study group or peer leader technique has
been practised for a long time and has been proven
to be an effective learning technique [37-39] The
correlation derived from this technique is that: (1)
individuals who get good grades tend to associate
with friends who also have good grades, and (2)
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individuals are influenced by their peers to get good
grades [40]. Based on these findings, mature, excel-
lent students tend to rely heavily on friends and
seniors who are knowledgeable and have achieved
excellent results in a particular subject to provide
them with quick and definite answers. Needless to
say, good grades motivate them to pursue the
action, while peer group study is a proper learning
technique only if it is practised ethically.

The pressure to meet the expectations of becom-
ing successful motivate the members of the groups
to make the grades, thus opening up the opportu-
nity for them to be helped by other members (in the
peer group) to obtain the resources required for
them to complete their academic task, including
providing completed and evaluated work. The peer
group culture not only applicable in education, but
also extended to circle of close friends, place of
work and even more distinct in political movement
[41]. Thus, the practices in plagiarism may even be
practiced when the students have graduated and
finished their studies.

Results shown that the internet is the most
popular academic sources, due to easily accessible
and is unarguably the most preferred information
gateway. Numerous academic materials, such as
reviews, journal papers, proceedings, etc. are widely
available and essentially assist the students in get-
ting good information, particularly for their aca-
demic exercises. It is a valid information research
tool and will only be defined as plagiarism if
students did not appropriately cite the resources
and references.

3.3 C: Factors Contributing to Plagiarism

Attitude and pressure are the main factors contri-
buting to plagiarism, echoing the findings from
Ehrich et al., [42]. Students are under constant
pressure to meet deadlines and get good grades.
Although personal attitude was identified as one of
the main factors, it was believed that the plagiarism
rate can be decreased if strict policies are imposed
by the university [27]. Attitude involves life as a
teenager (or adolescent) and problems that come
with this stage of life such as depression, attention
problems, delinquency and substance abuse [43].
Although most individuals pass through this devel-
opmental period with favourable outcomes, a sig-
nificant number of other individuals experience
difficulties in dealing with various issues. Psycholo-
gical disorders, such as depression and anxiety,
including stress, reduce effectiveness in learning
and contribute to a high percentage of high school
dropouts [44]. Furthermore, adolescents have the
highest arrest rate among all age groups for a high
consumption of alcohol and drug abuse [45].
Social-related distractions are partly responsible

for poor time management, which often results in
academic procrastination [46]. The time overspent
elsewhere on non-academic matters and autonomy
in time management correlates with academic pro-
crastination [47, 48]. This results in students not
being able to thoroughly reflect on their assignment
as well as a high possibility of them not being able to
meet deadlines. In their desperation to meet a
deadline, it might be that the easier choice is to
copy from the Internet or from their seniors and
friends [20].

Good students perceive the hard work required
to get good grades as a part of the learning process
and consider it as a challenge in their quest for
knowledge. On the contrary, students who lack
motivation generally view schooling as a burden,
particularly with regard to completing assignments
and projects, as well as reading to gain information
[49]. The completion of academic exercises requires
a lot of attention, time and a high level of cognitive
effort in contrast to the much easier method of
‘copy and paste.” New engineering students often
struggle to develop self-regulated learning skills,
which is one of the academic skills required in
tertiary education in order for them to be able to
complete assignments and homework with little or
no supervision from the module convenor [50].

University education requires students to achieve
the highest cognitive ability, and to create and
evaluate, as described in Bloom’s Taxonomy [51].
There is a constant demand for students to think
creatively and unconventionally and students are
constantly trained to do these throughout their
engineering study programme. This, undoubtedly,
requires a long period of time and effort to develop,
and the process of nurturing an individual to
acquire these complex cognitive skills requires an
encouraging and conducive environment.

Some students only seek to achieve a passing
mark, which is a minimum requirement for gradua-
tion. These voluntarily (to be) low-achievers are not
motivated to pursue knowledge and are content
with a passing mark of D for every subject. The
lack of positive attitude and motivation results in
inefficient learning and study strategies, which often
translate into low academic performance [52]. They
commit plagiarism as a fast and sure way (in their
opinion) to pass if they were not caught. They are
willing to take this risk since the penalties for most
plagiarism cases are not publicised to the student
population and, more often than not, they will only
be given a warning by their respective lecturers.

Given that English is spoken as a second lan-
guage in Malaysia, the inevitable challenge of
expressing one’s own thoughts and ideas in English
is formidable. Furthermore, the existing definition
of plagiarism, which focuses primarily on citation
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and referencing conventions, restricts the opportu-
nity for critical thinking, in particular for non-
English native speakers [53]. Comparing with
other studies, which focusing on the students with
English as second language, students claimed they
did not have adequate knowledge on plagiarism [54,
55], did not know what constitutes plagiarism [56,
57], were not aware of the proper citation techni-
ques [58], or could be not interested in the subjects
at all [59].

The concept of plagiarism needs to be redefined
by clearly segregating the transgressive intertextual
practices (that are obvious, such as verbatim copy-
ing and purloining) and the non-transgressive
approach such as paraphrasing or patch writing.
Paraphrasing, in fact, is considered as an essential
skill, which must be mastered by students, particu-
larly when writing on unfamiliar topics. This skill
has been shown to be successful in helping students
to better express themselves in writing a research
and critical reading [60].

The authors believe that a more stringent
approach in dealing with (transgressive intertex-
tual) plagiarism cases must be implemented primar-
ily at the executive level of universities. A guideline
on plagiarism must be developed based on local
language, identity, education and knowledge [53].
The guideline must be endorsed for all types of
academic exercises, and applicable to the entire
academic population, students and staff. The
authors believe that lecturers who are well versed
with the concept of plagiarism are more capable of
dealing with this issue. It is recommended that the
guideline be discussed at the national level and
adopted as a national policy, and subsequently,
instilled as part of the building blocks for a plagiar-
ism act at the national judiciary level.

3.4 D: Perceived Solutions for Plagiarism

Based on the provided options to solve the problem
of plagiarism, the majority of the respondents
preferred for plagiarism cases to be dealt with
internally. Malaysian students, in general preferred
disciplinary actions to be taken discreetly rather
than publicly when handling their plagiarism cases.
Aware of the impact of academic plagiarism and
due to the court case of Fauziah Salleh v Universiti
Malaysia Terengganu [2012] 4 CLJ 601, Malaysian
universities, in general, have amended, displayed
and publicised the ethical guideline on plagiarism.
The academic regulation, which included provi-
sions on plagiarism, including the definition, types
and associated penalty, was accessible to the stu-
dents. The university sees curbing plagiarism as
critical, with infographic posters widely dissemi-
nated through emails and social media platforms.
The fact that 66% of the respondents prefer a

‘general introduction class during orientation
week’ again highlights the mentality of students
that must be constantly reminded. Despite efforts
from the university, we believe that the lack of
knowledge on what constitutes plagiarism is the
key factor [27, 61] in equipping the student not to
plagiarise. Thus, a 1-hour slot in one of the subjects
for each semester could refresh the students on
academic plagiarism and possibly minimise the
occurrence of it throughout the semester.

Tabsh et al. [62] also reported that a university in
the middle east had developed a more comprehen-
sive student academic integrity code, established an
adjudication process for the code violators, intro-
duced first-year students to the concept of academic
integrity during their orientation, asked new stu-
dents to sign an academic integrity pledge, encour-
aged faculty to define academic integrity rules in
their courses syllabus clearly, and asked faculty to
report violators of the code to the administration.

Although there are good insights into Malaysian
students’ perceptions of plagiarism, the findings
could only be deemed accurate representations for
some Malaysian students. Limitations include that
the questionnaire has multiple-choice answers,
whereas an open-ended question would provide
more information. Although the respondents are
Gen Z generation, a different cohort of students,
particularly those enrolled after 2020 (due to the
pandemic-induced online teaching and learning),
probably will have a different perspective.

4. Conclusion

Undergraduate engineering students in Malaysia in
general have a good understanding of the definition
of plagiarism and they know that it is an academic
offence. Students frequently commit plagiarism
when completing their assignments. Attitude and
pressure are the two main reasons why students felt
that committing plagiarism is unavoidable.

Despite clear consciences on plagiarism, the urge
to commit plagiarism comes from the consideration
that the chances of being caught are low and the
impression of likely pliable subsequent disciplinary
actions. Students are concerned about their public
reputation and prefer that the matter, should they
be found guilty of committing plagiarism, be man-
aged in a manner that preserves their dignity and
status in society.

Based on the highest percentage of responses
given by Malaysian students in this study, conduct-
ing plagiarism is more of a student’s inherent
characteristics and personality. The traditional per-
ceptual style of visual (using presentation) and
auditory, and usually teacher-centred, one-way
communication, is common in Asian countries,
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including Malaysia. Thus, we believe that learning
styles play an important role in shaping Malaysian
student’s attitudes toward the learning process. As
the learning style of most Western and English-
speaking countries, which is more aware and less
prone to plagiarise, is personality-based, changing
the learning lifestyle from perceptual to personality
might have a different scenario on the plagiarism
activities. We encourage problem-based learning,

open-ended assignments and assessment, shifting to
student-centred learning from the usual teacher
centred. These kinds of activities forced the stu-
dents to be creative and innovative as the answers
are not readily available, and we believe that it will
minimise the act of plagiarism.
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