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Abstract 

Plagiarism has become a recurrent challenge in higher education institutions, threatening the 

integrity of universities and their academic standards. The exacerbation of this issue can be 

largely linked to the escalating presence of online resources, which are easily accessible to 

knowledge and information communities worldwide. Many universities have thus instituted 

reactive measures that focus on detecting and policing plagiarism with little consideration of 

proactive and educational measures that can address the primary reasons for plagiarism and 

foster a community of academic integrity on their campuses. The purpose of this paper is, 

therefore, to interrogate the treatment of plagiarism in universities, and provide 

recommendations for better educational approaches to address this issue in proactive ways 

that also acknowledge the complex, contextual background of the South African higher 

education landscape. Understanding the primary reasons students plagiarise is critical in finding 

educational rather than punitive solutions to address the issue.  
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Introduction  

Plagiarism has become a recurrent challenge in higher education institutions, not only in South 

Africa but around the world, which raises concerns about students’ and staff academic 

development and the quality of professionals that universities produce. This challenge is largely 

linked to the escalating presence of online resources, which are easily accessible to knowledge 

and information communities worldwide. In addition to this issue, the recent COVID-19 

pandemic has forced universities globally, and more specifically in South Africa, to move to 

online learning spaces, leaving universities in a quandary about how to deal with the problem 

of plagiarism, particularly with regard to online assessments. Plagiarism can be conceptualized 

as the action in which an individual copies and pastes borrowed text, insufficiently paraphrases 

text, and recites ideas without proper in-text citations and references to acknowledge from 
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where they have borrowed information. Often such incidents of plagiarism are unintended; yet, 

there are also more intentional instances of this behaviour, which can be defined as ‘ghost-

writing’ in which students buy already written texts or have someone write their assignments 

and they present this work as their own for assessment purposes.  

To address these issues, many universities across the globe have implemented a variety 

of strategies such as the following: a) having students submit their work via plagiarism 

detection software prior to assessment, b) formulating academic integrity or anti-plagiarism 

policies to sanction students who plagiarise, and c) teaching students about referencing skills. 

However, some scholars have argued that the development of plagiarism policies and the use 

of software tools to detect plagiarism have done little to reduce the incidence of plagiarism in 

the university context as many students engage in the practice out of ignorance and poor skills 

as opposed to intentional misconduct (Breen and Maassen, 2005). The inefficiency of these 

solutions illustrates that many universities are devising solutions to address this issue without 

considering the reasons behind the act of plagiarism (Sibomana, et al., 2018).  

Given the limitations of many current solutions being implemented to address this issue, 

this article seeks to discuss whether the use of plagiarism detection software and other 

“policing” mechanisms are feasible solutions to promote a culture of academic integrity in the 

South African higher education context. Such a question is particularly important in the context 

of South Africa, which has experienced significant changes to its university landscape since the 

demise of apartheid in 1994. Although there are still visible traits of the apartheid legacy, access 

to higher education has improved tremendously regardless of race and gender (Pineteh, 2012; 

Archer, 2010). Yet, despite these changes, South African universities are under pressure to 

transform and perform, and this pressure has far reaching implications for teaching and 

learning in general and for student literacy practices, such as academic writing, more 

particularly. For example, with the massification of higher education, many students, particularly 

Black students, are struggling to maintain academic writing standards that are acceptable in the 

higher education. Of particular importance to highlight is that most South African higher 

education institutions have ignored inclusive pedagogies that acknowledge and promote a 

variety linguistic repertoires that a significant proportion of their student population bring to 

the classroom by solely relying on English to promote high order thinking skills and critical 

thinking as well as analytical and innovative skills (Pineteh, 2014). Thus, to explore the issue of 

academic integrity in this context, and the solutions that can be devised to promote a culture of 

academic integrity on South African university campuses, this article draws on the academic 

literacies framework (e.g. Street, 2004; Lillis and Scott, 2007; Carstens, 2012; Van Dyk and Van 

de Poel, 2013; Bailey, 2018) to argue that rather than conceptualizing and addressing all forms 

of plagiarism in the same way and responding with punitive solutions, we must first understand 

the reasons students commit such offenses in the first place and devise educational solutions 

that are preventive rather than reactive (De-Jager and Brown, 2010).   
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Plagiarism and its causes 

Literature on plagiarism shows that there is no universal definition of this particular issue, but 

rather what could be defined as two competing perspectives. The first perspective is one that is 

often more punitive, stemming from what Sharma (2007) explains can be traced to the Latin 

word ‘plagiarius’, which means a kidnapper or plunderer. Building on this notion plagiarism is 

perceived of a practice that involves using other people’s ideas and texts while claiming original 

authorship and not acknowledging the source. Similarly, other scholars have conceptualised 

plagiarism as a form of ‘misappropriation’ through the unacknowledged use of words and/or 

ideas of another person (Mainka, et al., 2006), and academic misrepresentation and fraud 

through the presentation of another person’s words or ideas as one’s own (Badke, 2007). 

Within this vein, such acts are perceived as academic misconduct or dishonesty and often result 

in penalties such as fines, failure, public reprimands, suspension or expulsion from university 

(De-Jager and Brown, 2010).  

In contrast to this more punitive conceptualization of plagiarism, other scholars have 

warned against the treatment of all forms of plagiarism as offences that result from intentional 

academic dishonesty (De-Jager and Brown, 2010). The second perspective of plagiarism is one 

that is less punitive and more developmental in nature, as it tends to acknowledge that 

plagiarism might not be a result of deliberate dishonesty, and instead stem from the 

enculturation process students experience as they learn how to write for academic and research 

purposes in the university context.  It is in this process of trying to gain membership into their 

disciplinary communities that students may find themselves misrepresenting disciplinary 

conventions, and thus engaging in plagiarism because of a lack of understanding about how 

these conventions work not out of malicious intent.   

These differing conceptualizations of plagiarism can result in confusion about the reasons 

why students commit violations in this regard. For instance, as Belter and du Pre (2009) explain, 

there are two primary reasons students commit plagiarism. The first reason is intentional 

deception, in which students recognize that their written work contains material that is not 

properly cited or quoted. Such students cheat because they perceive it is commonplace or they 

are uninformed about the consequences. The second reason is unintentional conduct and 

results from inadequate knowledge rather than wilful misconduct. An example of such a case 

could be students who fail to paraphrase ideas and to reference correctly. Such students can be 

unfairly brandished as plagiarisers or academically dishonest and sent to the university court. 

The thin line that differentiates between instances of intentional and unintentional plagiarism 

justify the need for an approach to the issue in which the goal is not to police students but 

rather capacitate and develop their abilities to engage in these key academic conventions in 

ways that are appropriate for their disciplines of study.  

Plagiarism is further exacerbated by factors such as the easy availability of the internet 

and massification in South African universities and abroad. The spread and availability of 

information technologies has created a student body of digital natives who possess the ability 

to download a lot of online material with both intended and unintended consequences of 
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plagiarism. In this regard, Anney and Mosha (2015) point to the rapid growth and improved 

access to the internet as a basic factor that has sophisticated student plagiarism and made it 

more tempting. In support of this view, Batane (2010) states that the ever ready availability of 

information in electronic and the billions of articles available on the internet makes it easy for 

students to copy and paste information into their assignments while, on the other hand, 

making it difficult for instructors to determine from where the information could have been 

extracted.  

In addition, Mahabeer and Pirtheepal (2019) associate the problem of plagiarism with the 

massification of higher education in that it imposes a great deal of strain on post-secondary 

institutions, particularly with regard to the existing financial, physical and human resources. 

Such strains have resulted in teaching staff being able to spend sufficient teaching time with 

their students, negatively impacting the quality of education university students in the country 

receive (Mahabeer and Pirtheepal, 2019). Furthermore, the large number of students in 

classrooms make it difficult for lecturers to adequately deal with large volumes of assessments 

to be marked, and so quality of response and the academic integrity of student writing is 

compromised (Mahabeer and Pirtheepal, 2019). It is difficult to provide individual or at least 

timeous feedback in large classes because of the large numbers of students hence poor 

referencing techniques and other practices that may lead to plagiarism may persist without the 

student knowing. On the other hand, some students may take advantage of big class numbers 

to knowingly engage in acts of academic dishonesty through, for example, copy and pasting or 

submitting other people’s work with a high likelihood of getting away with their actions. 

While students may engage in plagiarism knowingly and unknowingly, there are a 

number of consequences associated with committing such acts in academic settings. Plagiarism 

can affect the reputation of an academic institution, its academics, and the graduates it 

produces. It can also be a stumbling block on students’ creativity, originality, and ability to 

generate and contribute knowledge in their respective academic disciplines. Further, it can 

impede students’ access to disciplinary discourses and communities through poor academic 

writing skills and a lack of understanding of disciplinary conventions. Further, plagiarism can 

lead to students incurring penalties, such as the deduction of marks, withdrawal of 

qualifications and sometime suspension from their studies. In support of the above, Strandler 

(2000) argues that the main purpose of education is to produce graduates who possess the 

ability to evaluate ideas through analysis, synthesis, and original thought, therefore a lack of 

such skills has a negative impact on academic standing and integrity. 

 

An overview of plagiarism studies in South African universities  

In South Africa, various studies have been conducted to understand the causes and the 

continued reoccurrence of plagiarism violations (for example, De Jager and Brown, 2010; 

Sentleng and King, 2012; Singh and Remenyi, 2016; Chrysler-Fox and Thomas, 2017; Thomas, 

Mahabeer and Pirtheepal, 2019; Mphahlele and McKenna, 2019). These studies point to 

numerous dynamics associated with the problems in South African higher education 
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institutions. What is particularly interesting in these studies is the acknowledgement of 

plagiarism as both intentional and unintentional, and the need for an educational solution to 

the problem. 

There seems to be a lack of consensus among universities and academics on how to deal 

with the problem of plagiarism when students writing for academic purposes. De Jager and 

Brown (2010), for example, investigated the problematic question of both intentional and 

unintentional student plagiarism, its causes, manifestation, and the different ways of addressing 

it. The study showed significant concern and engagement by academics in relation to the 

problem. The study further revealed a lack of consensus and inconsistency in dealing with the 

problem, as well as the issue of university academics tending to avoid official procedures and 

policies as they view them as lacking sensitivity to individual interpretation (De Jager and 

Brown, 2010).  

The lack of consensus in dealing with plagiarism leads to much confusion and poor 

strategies of dealing with the problem, resulting in its persistence and increased ignorance 

among students. Such is evidenced in Sentleng and King’s (2012) study which looked at 

instances of plagiarism among undergraduate students at a South African university with a 

major focus on the awareness and causes of plagiarism among first, second and third year 

students in the department of chemistry and mathematical technology. The findings of the 

study show that because of an immense lack of knowledge about plagiarism, students admit to 

copying and pasting from the internet to compile their essays (Sentleng and King, 2012).  

Ignorance, a lack of knowledge about plagiarism and a lack of educational solutions to 

address the issue may result in students commiting more serious acts of plagiarism such as 

ghostwriting. As mentioned earlier, ghostwriting is when an individual enlists the services of 

another person to complete an academic writing task. This type of plagiarism which is largely 

intentional could be a result of a student’s poor writing skills, laziness, a lack of knowledge on 

academic integrity, among other reasons. This is made clear in Singh and Remenyi’s (2016) 

study which reviewed the current situation in South African higher education regarding 

plagiarism and ghost writing, particularly with regard to ghost writing practices that upper-year 

and graduate students resort to in order to complete their undergraduate and postgraduate 

dissertations and theses. The scholars found that instances of ghostwriting have become 

rampart in the South African university context such that it undermines the integrity of 

university to greater proportions. As a recommendation, Singh and Remenyi (2016) suggest 

creativity in teaching academic writing as well as open discussions about plagiarism to take 

place amongst universities’ members of staff and student bodies.  

As suggested above, educational interventions are a critical strategy for dealing with 

plagiarism. Such strategies should be aimed at capacitating students with critical skills of 

academic writing, create awareness of disciplinary conventions, referencing techniques, 

academic integrity and various ways of dealing with plagiarism. The importance of educational 

approaches in dealing with plagiarism was further evidenced by Chrysler-Fox and Thomas 

(2017) who investigated the impact of an intervention to address postgraduate student 
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plagiarism in an honors programme at a higher education institution in South Africa. The study 

involved an examination of student essays for different forms of plagiarism at two different 

phases of a two-pronged developmental intervention. The findings of the study revealed that 

students who were involved in both stages of the intervention had fewer incidents of plagiarism 

in their essays compared to those who only attended one or no components of the 

intervention (Chrysler-Fox and Thomas, 2017).  

In addition to educational interventions outlined above, some scholars have called for a 

re-think of assessment strategies in order to limit instances of student plagiarism. For example, 

instead of exclusively relying on summative assessments, academics can assess student learning 

through continuous, formative assessments, with student feedback key in this particular 

process. The importance of creativity in assessment methods is highlighted by Mahabeer and 

Pirtheepal (2019) in a study which explored the experiences of three emerging academics on 

assessment and plagiarism in the discipline of curriculum studies at a university in South Africa. 

The focus of the study was to understand how assessment and plagiarism are affected by large 

classes and the effect of the two factors on academic integrity. The findings of the study 

revealed that academics teaching large classes experienced high levels of student academic 

dishonesty, which compromised quality teaching and learning at their institutions. A rethink of 

assessment strategies in order to address academic dishonesty should be considered alongside 

the way academics and institutions think about plagiarism detection tools in teaching large 

classes. For instance, many South African universities require their students to use Turnitin to 

check for plagiarism in their assignments. However, in most cases, Turnitin is enforced by 

academics without any due consideration about the types of educational interventions that can 

be implemented to address plagiarism, which is unfair to students. In this particular regard, 

Mphahlele and McKenna (2019) investigated misunderstandings between the use of 

conventional methods of addressing plagiarism and the use of technology in South African 

higher education institutions. Their study revealed that most institutions have resorted to using 

technology, specifically plagiarism detection software, as a key tool of reducing plagiarism 

incidents. In this regard, these scholars argue that the Turnitin tool is misunderstood solely as a 

plagiarism detection tool for the purposes of policing; yet, it ignores the educational potential it 

has as a tool to develop university students’ academic literacies. As such, an overreliance on 

Turnitin can deny students’ access to the type of nuanced pedagogical interventions that may 

be critical in developing their abilities to write for academic purpose. In addition, an over-

reliance on Turnitin undermines the teaching of scholarly integrity because it assumes guilt and 

propagates an unsympathetic culture of deceit. 

 

Theoretical framework 

The study is conceptualised around the academic literacies model (Street, 2004; Lillis and Scott, 

2007; Carstens, 2012; Van Dyk and Van de Poel, 2013; Bailey, 2018), particularly the notion that 

academic writing is expected to facilitate students’ understanding of disciplinary discourses, 

their access to university culture, their negotiation of power relations, the construction of their 
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individual identities and their abilities to construct both generic and disciplinary specific 

knowledge (Jones, et al., 1999; Bailey, 2018). The academic literacies model claims that student 

writing is based on ‘relatively homogeneous norms, values and cultural practices’ and it is a 

‘transparent medium of representation [which] is probably more appropriate for advanced 

students’ (Archer, 2010: 497-498). Literacy is, therefore, seen as a set of social practices that 

deal with the construction of meaning from the perspective of student identities, power and 

relationships of institutional discourse and power in relation to what is viewed as appropriate 

and adequate (Carstens, 2012).  As such, academic writing is a literacy practice that provides 

the link between students’ entry into disciplinary communities and their acquisition of the 

formal conventions associated with the academy (Leibowitz, et al., 1997). 

Central to the academic literacies model is also the importance of language in the 

students’ experiences of learning (Lillis, 2001). It is argued that language plays a significant role 

in the development of subject learning, assessments, and the understanding of formative 

feedback (Bailey, 2018). As such, learning is a social and cultural process, and ‘people learn best 

when their learning is part of a highly motivated engagement with social practices which they 

value’ and that ‘“space” is a constructive concept for understanding how learning occurs’. (Gee, 

2004: 77). This model further holds the belief that the literacy demands of the curriculum 

require various communicative practices (Street, 2004). As such, student learning should be 

structured in a way that will enable them to switch practices between settings, genres and 

disciplines, rendering them capable of transferring knowledge as part of the community of 

academic practices (Van Dyk and Van de Poel, 2013). The following sections explore whether 

and how universities’ approaches to academic integrity (AI) and preventing instances of 

plagiarism are developmental in nature and aligned with the academic literacies framework or 

more punitive, reactive and oppose this theoretical lens. 

 

Implications a ‘detecting and policing’ approach to plagiarism 

Institutions of higher learning, and in particular academics, in Africa cannot turn a blind eye to 

students’ literacy and linguistic backgrounds, and the continued dominance of English as the 

de-facto language of teaching and learning in South African universities despite the linguistic 

diversity manifested in classrooms. The continued overreliance on the Turnitin software, a 

software used to check originality in a text and plagiarism prevention, alongside plagiarism 

policies and penalties to deal with the problem of plagiarism seem to worsen the situation 

rather than helping it. Turnitin does not necessarily detect plagiarism but similarity and, in most 

cases, is not used in the way it was originally intended, which was as a tool to guide students in 

their writing rather than a policing application. It has been argued that identifying plagiarism is 

not an easy task, and even software tools, such as Copycatch or Turnitin, are not effective in all 

contexts (Sharma, 2007). While Turnitin can assist in detecting some instances of plagiarism, it 

does not develop students’ writing abilities by offering any solutions to the problem, thus 

creating, in many cases more problems than solutions. In this regard, scholars have highlighted 

the weaknesses of the Turnitin software, questioning its reliability in terms of determining if a 
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text is plagiarised (Noynaert, 1997; Savage, 2004; Mulcahy and Goodacre, 2004); hence, its use 

does not help students develop their abilities in academic writing. Noynaert (1997) states that 

the software tends to deem that a text is plagiarised even though it lacks the capacity to 

scrutinise reports for accuracy. As such, instances of coincidental plagiarism in which students 

may unknowingly use similar words that have previously been used, particularly in common 

research areas may be unjustifiably deemed instances of plagiarism (Savage, 2004). These 

instances of inaccuracies explain why academics themselves have a responsibility to carefully 

assess students’ assignments to make better judgements as opposed to sole reliance of the 

software to do the work. 

The software also has limitations in that it also lacks the capability of checking everything 

on the internet, for example some computer programmes and images (Batane, 2010). In 

addition, the databases for the software contain only material found on the web, and worse 

still, not all of it, and the software is not capable of identifying paraphrased text (Mulcahy and 

Goodacre, 2004). Further, in a study conducted by Savage (2004), students argued that by 

submitting work to the software, the automatic assumption is that all who submitted are guilty 

until proven innocent thus contradicting the principle of justice which assumes that a person is 

innocent until proven guilty. Often, Turnitin is used by academics to check if students have 

cheated rather than for students to check their work. The implication of this negative 

assumption is that the use of Turnitin by academics and their institutions constrains students’ 

confidence and literacy development by rendering them incapable of independent thought and 

critical evaluation of sources before they can even prove themselves. All these examples 

illustrate that Turnitin is, in many cases, not being used for the educational purposes for which 

it was developed. 

In addition to these challenges, Turnitin can also easily be manipulated, for example, 

through paraphrasing texts. Paraphrasing a text is not an easy task, particularly if one has not 

been taught how to engage in this activity and does not have a strong command of language 

use in that particular discipline. In order to bridge such a gap, students may resort to the use of 

online paraphrasing software tools which are accessible for free. This use, therefore, creates 

more problems than solutions by promoting creative dishonesty as students try their best to 

avoid being caught and face possible penalties. Forcing students into a situation whereby they 

are left with no choice but to engage in dishonest ways to dealing with their academic work 

contradicts the fact that apart from imparting knowledge to students, universities also have a 

responsibility of imparting ethical and moral values, which are important to the political, 

economic and social fabric of any successful society (Batane, 2010).   

Given the ambiguity of plagiarism, characterised by contradictory definitions and 

interpretations, overreliance on detecting and policing plagiarism disadvantages students in 

various ways. What is important to highlight is that learning is a process and the acquisition of 

an academic discourse takes a long time, hence students who are not familiar with the 

discourse of their disciplines, particularly when they are working in their additional language, 

may unknowingly write using other people’s words without referencing. For example, what is 
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often conceptualised as common knowledge, which is not viewed as a case plagiarism, can be 

confusing, thus indicating cultural bias (Sibomana, et al., 2018). Differentiating between what is 

viewed as common knowledge and what is attributable to first sources is a difficult task—a 

difficulty that can be further compounded for students who are still learning disciplinary 

conventions and discourses to trying to gain membership into their disciplinary communities. It 

is in this process of learning and familiarization with new discourses that students find 

themselves unknowingly engaging in plagiarism, and plagiarism detection software often do 

not take cognisance of such dynamics. It is therefore safe to state that the challenges that 

students experience in writing and learning should be considered at the level of discourses, 

disciplinary practices and epistemology as opposed to inadequacies that require remedial 

interventions (Bailey, 2018). Similarly, academics need to also consider how knowledge is 

constructed in their disciplines and how this information can be made more explicit to students 

to ensure they can effectively address students’ expectations in relation to appropriate writing 

practices (Bailey, 2018). 

 The authority of some academics and leading scholars in particular disciplinary fields 

limit students by expecting them to write in particular ways. Such expectations and 

requirements discourage students from actively interpreting discourses and thus resort to 

replication of what their lecturers want because of the fear of writing what will be rejected 

(Hebb, 2002).  In such situations, students assume that putting the author’s ideas in their own 

words could distort the ‘esteemed ideas’ of the authorities, and disciplinary discourses remain 

distant from them as they cannot make changes or own it (Sibomana, et al., 2018).  Van de Poel 

and Gasiorek (2012: 294) agree with the above, and stress that  

 

... there is a persistent gap between staff and student expectations with respect to what is 

considered “good” academic writing ... Students often do not know what qualities their 

instructors are looking for in their writing, and as such do not have confidence in their 

ability to write in [and for a particular] context. 

 

Literacy development as an approach of curbing plagiarism 

Given these ideas stemming from the field of academic literacies, a key point in this article is 

that plagiarism cannot be viewed in isolation but should be understood within the context of 

literacy practices, the students’ linguistic capital and the language of teaching and learning, 

English. Haggis (2006) challenges institutions of higher learning to adopt a holistic approach to 

develop students’ abilities to write and communicate for academic purposes by not focusing 

entirely on perceived deficiencies among students and ways to accommodate them, but the 

many aspects of the higher education experience that can be adjusted. Specifically, there is a 

need to focus on and identify potential barriers in the curriculum and then adopt pedagogies 

that embrace student diversity (Haggis, 2006). According to Wingate (2006), students in higher 

education need strong support with both the linguistic and stylistic forms and the tacit 

conventions surrounding academic writing such as critique, evaluation, appropriate support 
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and referencing and making content relevant to the question and the discussion expected. If 

students are not supported in this regard, it is highly likely that they may unknowingly engage 

in plagiarism. As such, it is important for academics to counter such early, particularly at first 

year level by employing a number of interrelated interventions and methodologies. 

To start with, evidence shows that irrespective of the medium of instruction, most 

university students in South Africa, especially those who come from poor socio-economic 

backgrounds, the majority of whom are black African students due to historical reasons, lack 

advanced academic language and literacy skills (Mgqwashu, 2014; Mothlaka and Makalela, 

2016). Because English is the medium of instruction in most South African institutions, poor 

English language and literacy skills have a devastating effect on these students. The South 

African school system is to blame for poor English language and literacy skills because the 

context in which many children in South Africa acquire English does not favour the African 

child. Realistically, one cannot expect, for example, an approach used to teach a middle class 

child in a former ‘White’ suburb like Rondebosch in Cape Town to be the same as that 

employed to teach a poor working class child in a township like Khayelitsha in Cape Town 

(Desai, 2016). This is particularly the case because the socio-economic and cultural background 

of students has an influence on their learning needs and further shapes their learning habits. 

In order to address the above challenges, academics should consider embedding issues 

of academic integrity, plagiarism, and academic writing in their teaching of disciplinary content.  

The course outline should define concepts of plagiarism and provide explanation on what 

ways plagiarism is illegal and the different ways of preventing it. In addition, students could be 

exposed to cases and samples of plagiarised work while also engaging them in open forum 

classroom discussions on the issue. Academics could collect, at the beginning of their modules, 

samples of students’ language and writing as a useful strategy of developing a point of 

reference.  Furthermore, universities should also consider instituting online academic integrity 

modules, through their writing centres and academic literacy support units, in order to reduce 

the occurrence of plagiarism in written assignments. In such an online module, a minimum pass 

mark could be enforced, and students allowed to redo the module until they achieve the 

required mark.  

Secondly, it is important to highlight that classrooms in South African universities are 

largely multilingual, and learners have to negotiate their social and cultural capital in order to 

acquire the language of teaching and learning as a medium of communication (De Kock, et al., 

2018). For black African language speaking students, such negotiation is an uphill task which is 

further complicated by continued disregard of their 1st language in preference for English as the 

de-facto language of teaching and learning.  Yet, research has proven that any kind of an 

education system that does not acknowledge a variety of linguistic capital and repertoires that 

the student brings into the classroom serves no other purpose but to impede the academic 

development and rights of students (Heugh and Skutnabb-Kangas 2010; Hornberger, 2003).  

As such, ‘people learn best when their learning is part of a highly motivated engagement with 

social practices which they value’ and that ‘“space” is a constructive concept for understanding 
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how learning occurs’ (Gee, 2004: 77). This highlights the importance of the first language of the 

learner in the development of literacy in the second language.   

A possible strategy of acknowledging linguistic diversity in multilingual contexts is the 

adoption of linguistically inclusive pedagogies such as translanguaging (see for example, Baker, 

2011; Li, 2018). Such a strategy allows for the simultaneous use of more than one language in a 

single setting. In such a strategy, students can be allowed to employ their diverse African 

languages to make meaning and later for other academic roles such as reading and 

assessments. This is particularly important in the context of developing students’ abilities to 

paraphrase, synthesise and acknowledge information from a variety of sources. 

The predominance of academic culture conventions embedded in the English language 

render it seriously unfair to expect African language speaking students to master firstly, the 

language, then the subject content, then the disciplinary conventions, all at once. It is thus 

important for academics and institutions to understand such a context and its underlying 

factors lest they are viewed as agents in the reproduction of colonial narratives of education. In 

the context of epistemic violence in South African higher education (Heleta, 2016), 

characterised by a disregard for indigenous knowledge systems (the use of African languages 

for teaching and learning), it has therefore become important for institutions of higher learning 

to give preference to a mind-set that appreciates and embraces South Africa’s multilingual 

reality by drawing on students’ strongest languages while providing them with support to study 

through the medium of English (Carstens, 2015). Such a mindset calls for a paradigm shift from 

viewing ‘language as a problem and placing value to ‘language as a resource’ (Joseph and 

Ramani, 2012). This is particularly significant in that through inclusivity and the embracement of 

all knowledge systems, the education is able to eliminate pedagogic dissonance that alienates 

the majority of the student body, which is constituted by African language speakers, thereby 

supporting access and success (Scott, 2017). 

Thirdly, it is also important to highlight that academic language is ‘no one’s mother 

tongue, not even that of children of the cultivated class (Bourdieu, et al., 1994).  It is a unique 

discourse characterised by a particular variety of English, not like the variety used in everyday 

general communication (Boughey, 2000; McKenna, 2010; Paxton and Frith, 2013). As such, even 

1st language speakers of English struggle with this particular discourse (Boughey, 2000) because 

of its association with technical and complex ways thinking and interpreting knowledge, 

necessary for successful learning (Gee, 2004). Successful learning in this particular context 

means the ability to communicate competently in an academic discourse, which encompasses 

reading, evaluating information, as well as presenting, debating and creating knowledge 

through both speaking and writing. These capabilities require knowledge of the community’s 

epistemology, of the genres through which the community interacts, and of the conventions 

that regulate these interactions (Wingate, 2015).   

Given that success at university is also linked to issues of their identity and power, of 

which language is central, students from wider ranging backgrounds entering both traditional 

and new spaces in higher education may feel constrained by conventional writing practices. For 
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example, they may often become preoccupied with form and feel there is only one way; hence 

writing at university itself becomes a barrier. They may be inclined to view formal conventions 

as over-prescriptive and stifling and wish to challenge canonical writing requirements and 

practices (Bailey, 2018). It is therefore critical, in the context of the above, that universities adopt 

innovative and creative ways of assessing students, in particular the use of formative 

assessment methods and effective feedback methods. This can include formative assessments 

to evaluate learning such as engaging students on reflective writing on their experiences 

(Carroll, 2002), and ‘writing from constrained sources’ where ‘students are required to generate 

academic texts in response to authentic or semi-authentic tasks which centre around limited 

number of academic source texts’ (Nathan, 2006: 103).  

There is also a need for academics to move away from assessment strategies that do not 

require students’ active participation, and the duplication of assessment activities as because 

such practices hinder the stimulation of original thinking thus influencing acts of plagiarism. The 

curriculum and assignment design should facilitate the development of academic literacies in 

which plagiarism is discouraged and not rewarded. Further, academics could assess students 

understanding of plagiarism through an assignment that requires students to do in-depth 

research on plagiarism. Moreover, more time should be given for students’ assessments, with 

academics monitoring the tasks and providing feedback indifferent phases, for example, 

checking students outlines for originality and giving students an opportunity to submit drafts. In 

these assessments, Turnitin and other plagiarism detection tools could be used as 

developmental tools and opposed to policing tools. 

 

Conclusion 

While institutions of higher learning have developed policies and adopted software such as 

Turnitin to curb plagiarism, it is also important that they invest resources in academic 

development initiatives targeted at both staff and students. The better approach is for 

universities to invest and focus on the development of students’ academic literacy skills through 

an approach that acknowledges the linguistic repertoires that students bring to the classroom 

and the unique nature of disciplinary discourses and conventions. As such, writing centres and 

academic literacy development units could play a key role in this particular regard by 

collaboratively working with disciplinary experts and embedding their support in selected 

disciplinary modules. Literature shows that plagiarism can either be intentional or unintentional 

hence relying on a single approach, particularly punishment or sanctions as a means of curbing 

plagiarism, can be catastrophic to the image of the institution in relation to its academic 

integrity, opportunities of access and success, commitment to social justice, among other 

things. It is also important for South African universities to acknowledge and appreciate the 

different linguistic repertoires that students bring to the classroom by developing language 

policies that recognise multilingualism and the use of African languages as additional 

languages of teaching and learning. As Haggis (2006) points out, there is need for institutions 

of higher learning to look at how traditional practices and aspects of the curriculum affect 
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academic literacy development, and make necessary adjustments. Software detection and 

sanctions do not constitute education but serve to propagate social injustices and inequalities 

in South African higher education. 
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