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Summary of challenges 

› Challenges facing the large first year courses: 

- School leavers unaware of referencing rules (which 

leads to negligent plagiarism) 

- The many challenges of first year university results 

in copying work from other students (dishonest 

plagiarism) 

- Lack of familiarity with the writing style expected for 

university and psychology (i.e. APA format) 

- Lack of understanding of what constitutes good 

writing (i.e. they need examples) 
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Previous plagiarism reduction interventions 

› Landau, Druen, and Arcuri (2002) taught undergraduate students about 
plagiarism identification and proper paraphrasing skills - plagiarism was 
reduced. 

 

› Brown, Robin, and Jordan (2008) from the University of Adelaide 
implemented and evaluated a 6-lecture program on plagiarism using an e-
learning website – unfortunately very few students accessed this online 
resource. 

 

› Goals of the current USyd interventions (2007 to present) 

› i) To increase students‟ writing skills 

› Ii) To reduce plagiarism cases 
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Intervention timeline 

4 

Year Semester 1 Essay (PSYC1001) Semester 2 Report (PSYC1002) 

2007 Plagiarism software introduced 

and students warned 

Plagiarism software introduced and 

students warned 

2008 Writing Exercise Performed in 

Class with feedback/examples online 

Online feedback (from Semester 1)  

reposted online and emphasized 

2009 Writing Mastery Quiz introduced for 

course marks 

Writing Mastery Quiz repeated with 

some modifications 

2010 All previous interventions 

maintained: warning + exercise 

feedback + quiz 

All previous interventions maintained: 

warning + exercise feedback + quiz 

2011 All of the above + Two new writing 

tutorials run: students critique „bad‟ 

essay + peer feedback on writing 

within class 

All of the above + Research Report 

Checklist which must be completed to 

„unlock‟ submission box  

2012 Students complete online plagiarism course and must submit completion 

certificate with their assignment (already being done by Chemistry at USYD) 



2008 Writing Exercise, n=1377 

› Writing exercise involved: 

- In class, students were given a 

paragraph from a real article (with the 

reference for the article), and were 

asked to write a paragraph about the 

information 

- Students submitted their paragraph 

online in the same way they were 

about to submit their essay 

- Paragraphs were run through 

plagiarism software and were also 

evaluated for quality 

- Full feedback posted online for all 

students to consider 

- And those students supplying the plagiarised 

ones were emailed and warned 
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- Advantages: 

- Students see real plagiarism and understand 

precisely what the software does 

- Disadvantages: 

- Extremely difficult to run and took 30 minutes 

of class time; however from 2008 onwards 

we were able to repost the same feedback 



 



Intervention timeline 
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Year Semester 1 Essay (PSYC1001) Semester 2 Report (PSYC1002) 

2007 Plagiarism software introduced 

and students warned 

Plagiarism software introduced and 

students warned 

2008 Writing Exercise Performed in 

Class with feedback/examples online 

Online feedback (from Semester 1)  

reposted online and emphasized 

2009 Writing Mastery Quiz introduced for 

course marks 

Writing Mastery Quiz repeated with 

some modifications 

2010 All previous interventions 

maintained: warning + exercise 

feedback + quiz 

All previous interventions maintained: 

warning + exercise feedback + quiz 

2011 All of the above + Two new writing 

tutorials run: students critique „bad‟ 

essay + peer feedback on writing 

within class 

All of the above + Research Report 

Checklist which must be completed to 

„unlock‟ submission box  

2012 Students complete online plagiarism course and must submit completion 

certificate with their assignment (already being done by Chemistry at USYD) 



2009 Writing Mastery Quiz, n=1677 

› Writing mastery quiz involved: 

- As part of their regular continuous 

assessment students completed 7-9 

online quizzes; one of which was on 

the existing writing tutorial (which had 

previous only been assessed with the 

assignment). 

- Quiz features 

- unlimited attempts with a forced 3 hour break* 

- *possible on webCT but no longer possible on Blackboard 

- 11 questions on referencing, quotation, 

plagiarism, plagiarism penalties, „cited by‟, 

number of references needed, psycINFO 

(search engine) use, and the sharing of work 

 

   

 
8 

- Advantages: 

- Students encouraged to participate 

because of real course rewards 

- Seamless integration into existing quiz 

structure 

- Questions link together all course 

resources on writing 

- Instant computer scoring and feedback 

- Disadvantages: 

- While the psycINFO questions 

involved actual use of the search 

engine, no actual writing was being 

done anywhere 



 

9 

Only feedback for the 

submitted response 

is given, and the 

student keeps trying 

until they find the 

correct answer 



Intervention timeline 
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Year Semester 1 Essay (PSYC1001) Semester 2 Report (PSYC1002) 

2007 Plagiarism software introduced 

and students warned 

Plagiarism software introduced and 

students warned 

2008 Writing Exercise Performed in 

Class with feedback/examples online 

Online feedback (from Semester 1)  

reposted online and emphasized 

2009 Writing Mastery Quiz introduced for 

course marks 

Writing Mastery Quiz repeated with 

some modifications 

2010 All previous interventions 

maintained: warning + exercise 

feedback + quiz 

All previous interventions maintained: 

warning + exercise feedback + quiz 

2011 All of the above + Two new writing 

tutorials run: students critique „bad‟ 

essay + peer feedback on writing 

within class 

All of the above + Research Report 

Checklist which must be completed to 

„unlock‟ submission box  

2012 Students complete online plagiarism course and must submit completion 

certificate with their assignment (already being done by Chemistry at USYD) 



2011 New writing tutorial 1, n=1986 

› Critique of a „bad‟ essay tutorial* 

- Previously tutorial involved tutor 

talking about all the formatting and 

referencing „rules‟ for 50 minutes! 

- In this new tutorial: 

- Students given a complete essay online 

- In class the week before, students form groups 

and are asked to prepare a presentation on a 

small section of the essay (e.g. Group 1: just 

the Abstract and first paragraph) 

- Students are explicitly told the essay is a „bad‟ 

example of writing and are instructed to 

critique it in as many ways as they can (writing 

style, referencing, expression etc.) 

- Groups of students then take turns critiquing 

the essay while the tutor moderates 
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- Advantages: 

- Students are faced with a real example of writing 

and practice putting themself in the place of the 

marker 

- In these courses, students‟ assignments are marked 

by tutors, so it‟s very useful to hear tutors give 

feedback on the critique like: 

- “yes that‟s a terrible mistake, and a critical 

one too” 

- “it‟s technically wrong, but it‟s not always 

worth worrying about” 

- What inevitably happens is that students focus on 

minor errors like typos but miss more global errors 

like poorly connected paragraphs, so the tutor is 

able to point these out as the presentations take 

place 

- Disadvantages: 

- Still no writing being done 

*Sadhana Raju and Sarah Eskandari pioneered this kind of tutorial for 

our Summer School versions of these units earlier in 2011. 



2011 New writing tutorial 2, n=1986 

› Writing tutorial 

- The challenge: How can you give 

feedback to so many students in a 

tutorial? 

- What we did: 

- Students receive a handout „resources sheet‟ 

(which can be reused since it isn‟t written on) 

consisting of paragraphs from academic 

sources on particular topics 

- With one student per computer, a program* 

then asks them to write sentences or even 

whole paragraphs based on that material 

- The class does each question at the same 

time, and at the end of each question the tutor 

tells the program to switch students‟ responses 

with another random student in the room 

- The tutor then makes a short presentation 

(with an overhead) instructing students what to 

look out for, and then each student critiques 

one other student‟s response 
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- Advantages: 

- Students actually write, and all that writing is actually 

read 

- The variability in skill on display is part of the lesson; 

when instructed to write in a group situation, some 

students power away, others plan their writing on a 

scrap of paper and others flounder. It‟s useful for 

students to experience this early in semester. 

- Any writing skill can be built into an exercise (e.g. 

referencing, paraphrasing, forming an argument, linking 

sentences, writing concisely) 

-  Disadvantages: 

- Weak students give fairly poor feedback unaided, hence 

the necessity of the tutor intervening with advice 

*Software designed within the school by Bruce Burns 

- The tutor then wraps up the feedback session, 

and then uses the program to send the 

feedback across the room to whoever did the 

initial writing. 

- Students can enter their email address if they 

find the actual feedback valuable 

- This process then repeats for the next exercise 

chosen by the tutor 
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The „resource sheet‟ sits 

next to everyone on 

their desk and consists 

of many indexed 

paragraphs 

The instructions are 

presented by the 

program 

After responses are 

submitted but before the 

critiques, the tutor uses 

a powerpoint and has a 

mini lesson to train 

everyone as a marker 
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Points to note 

› Fail rates are used because they are not fitted to a distribution (like Ps Cs 

D‟s and HDs). 

› Fail rates may depend on the difficulty of the assignment (especially for 

the report where students have no choice – they do choose their essay 

topic though) 

› Fail rates for the report might not expect to be modified as much with 

writing interventions as for the essay, given that they involve APA 

formatting which is more technical in nature (i.e. For the results and 

methods sections). 

› The final data points are missing on the report graphs because we don‟t 

know yet (but kept them on the same scale and width for easy 

comparison) 
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