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Fuzzy Logic: How the Fuzzy Definition of Plagiarism 
is Getting Even Fuzzier 

Steven Engel and Staci Shultz 

 

Overview 

Rachel Hall Buck and Silvia Vaccino-Salvadore’s Writing Spaces 
essay, “‘Doing Research Is Fun; Citing Sources Is Not’: 
Understanding the Fuzzy Definition of Plagiarism,” suggests ways to 
help students unpack the complexity of plagiarism. Our activity 
extends these essential conversations by examining several recent high-
profile accusations of plagiarism.  

Using a jigsaw activity approach, students will examine three case 
studies, focusing on issues of “originality, structure, meaning, genre, 
and language” (Buck and Vaccino-Salvadore) as well as context, 
norms, identity, and technology (see Randall; Eaton; Yarborough et 
al.). Students will consider standard definitions of plagiarism, 
including their own institution’s statement, and then consider how 
three cases might disrupt or complicate those understandings. This 
activity aims to reveal the complicated boundaries of plagiarism and 
help students arrive at a shared understanding of both plagiarism and 
the writing process. In the final step, students will collaboratively 
draft a statement of academic integrity policy for the class that reflects 
their findings.  

Time Commitment 

2-3 class sessions 

Materials 
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Materials include links to articles about the three cases (found in the 
“Works Cited” section) --either as QR codes or as printed copies; a 
space for collaborative writing (Google Docs, flip chart paper, etc.); 
and links or copies of the plagiarism policies from various colleges 
and/or universities, including the home institution. 

Activity Process 

 First, students will read Buck and Vaccino-Salvadore’s 
“‘Doing Research Is Fun; Citing Sources Is Not’: 
Understanding the Fuzzy Definition of Plagiarism.” 

 Next, students (in groups, pairs, or individually) will 
consider standard definitions of plagiarism by examining a 
handful of policies from various universities and colleges, 
including their own institution’s statement. We recommend 
looking at schools that are both similar to the students’ home 
institution, as well as those that are geographically or 
demographically different. Some schools have already 
adapted their policies to address AI, while others have 
different policies for different colleges or disciplines.  

o It may be interesting to note when the policies are 
both suspiciously similar, as well as when they are 
substantially different. Students can make a list of 
what they notice as they go along. 

 Once students are finished, the instructor can bring everyone 
together to share their findings. 

 Then, as a class, they will discuss how concepts such as 
context, norms, identity, and technology can influence how 
we think about plagiarism.  

o For instance, do we have different expectations for 
people in the political sphere and their speeches than 
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students and their writing? (See the example of 
Melania Trump’s speech as discussed in Buck and 
Vaccino-Salvadore or in Washington, Myrick, and 
Engel.) 

o Does it matter if the text someone (mis)uses was 
created by artificial intelligence? (See Eaton.) 

o What expectations or norms do we have for 
speeches, legal rulings, business boilerplate 
documents, or artists?  

o What type of attribution or citation should a 
student give to class discussions or office hour 
meetings?  

o Are there different cultural or historical 
understandings of textual ownership, and is it 
shifting now? (See Yarborough.) 

By the end of the discussion, students will draft a list of possible 
“troubling” factors that might challenge a single definition of 
plagiarism. 

 Then, using a jigsaw activity approach, students will 
examine three case studies and then consider how they 
might disrupt or complicate those understandings. (We 
have provided several online articles. Some of them are 
behind paywalls; some may no longer be active in the 
future. The particular articles are less important than the 
event they are reporting on.)  

o Claudine Gay: The former Harvard President was 
accused of inadequate citations in her scholarship. 
This case invites students to consider the larger 
context, including the identity of the accused and 
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the political climate from which such accusations 
emerged. (See Hartocollis, Kettles and Robinson, or 
Svrluga.) 

o The Holdovers: Simon Stephenson, who had 
circulated a script written on spec several years 
earlier, accused the filmmakers of plagiarism. This 
case invites students to explore generic elements and 
industry practices. (See Siegel, Hauser, or Vaziri.)  

o Peter LoDuca and Steven Schwartz: The attorneys’ 
ChatGPT-generated brief included non-existent 
legal cases. This example invites students to consider 
the use of generative AI and how it has deepened the 
complexity of plagiarism both within and beyond 
the academy. (See Armstrong or Mangan.) 

 Students will discuss the ethical elements of plagiarism 
building on the three cases. 

 Finally, students will collaboratively draft a statement of 
academic integrity policy for the class that reflects their 
findings.  (This can be either assigned as a homework 
assignment or as a group activity.) 

Learning Outcomes 

Students engaging in this activity will:  

▪ Explain elements of plagiarism (including those beyond 
textual similarity) 

▪ Assess the ethical elements of plagiarism  

▪ Articulate a class policy about plagiarism 

Learning Accommodations 
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 Material should be presented in multiple formats, including 
visual document design for the assignment description along with 
oral instruction in the face-to-face classroom or through video for 
synchronous or asynchronous online activities. 

 While we recommend taking two class periods, time to complete 
activity stages can be expanded or reduced as needed. 

 For example, the article can be read during class or outside of 
class. 

 Consider using audio apps like Kurzweil for readings. 

 Students may choose to work individually or with  classmates as 
they review the various academy integrity policies. Conversation 
and list-sharing is encouraged but not required during this step. 

 Material should be presented in multiple formats to include in-
person instruction and asynchronous, digital delivery.  

 
Works Cited  
 
Armstrong, Kathryn. “ChatGPT: US lawyer admits using AI for 

case research.” BBC. 27 May 2023. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-65735769 

Buck, Rachel Hall and  Silvia Vaccino-Salvadore. “‘Doing Research 
Is Fun; Citing Sources Is Not’: Understanding the Fuzzy 
Definition of Plagiarism.” Writing Spaces: Readings on 
Writing, vol. 5, 2023, pp. 1-11. 

Eaton, Sarah Elaine. “Postplagiarism: Transdisciplinary Ethics and 
Integrity in the Age of Artificial Intelligence and 
Neurotechnology.”  International Journal of Educational 
Integrity, vol. 19, no. 23, 2023. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40979-023-00144-12023 

Hauser, Brooke. “Plagiarism Claims Surface Against Payne’s The 

6



Engel, Steven and Staci Shultz | writingspaces.org/aaa   

 

 

Holdovers.” The Boston Globe, 13 March 2024. 
www.bostonglobe.com/2024/03/13/arts/alexander-payne-
accused-of-plagiarism-for-the-holdovers-report-says/ 

Hartocollis, Anemona. “Harvard Defends Its Plagiarism 
Investigation of Its Former President.” The New York 
Times, 20 Jan 2024. 
www.nytimes.com/2024/01/20/us/harvard-report-
plagiarism-house-committee-claudine-gay.html 

Kettles, Cam E. and Tilly R. Robinson. “A Law Firm Said 
Plagiarism  

Allegations Against Harvard President Gay Were ‘Demonstrably 
False.’ Then She Submitted Corrections.” The Harvard 
Crimson. 25 December 2023. 
www.thecrimson.com/article/2023/12/25/harvard-
threaten-sue-post/ 

Mangan, Dan. “Judge Sanctions Lawyers for Brief Written by A.I. 
with Fake Citations.” 22 June 2023. 
www.cnbc.com/2023/06/22/judge-sanctions-lawyers-
whose-ai-written-filing-contained-fake-citations.html 

Randall, Marilyn. Pragmatic Plagiarism: Authorship, Profit, and 
Power. University of Toronto Press, 2001 

Siegel, Tatiana. “Alexander Payne’s The Holdovers Accused of 
Plagiarism by ‘Luca’ Writer.” Variety, 9 March 2024. 
variety.com/2024/film/news/the-holdovers-accused-
plagiarism-luca-writer-1235935605/ 

Svrluga, Susan. “Harvard President Updates Dissertation After More 
Plagiarism Allegations.” Washington Post, 21 Dec. 2023. 
www.washingtonpost.com/education/2023/12/21/harvard
-president-plagiarism-allegations/ 

Vaziri, Aidin. “Pixar Screenwriter Claims The Holdovers is aLine-by 
Line’ Plagiarism of His Work.” San Francisco Chronicle, 11 
March 2024. 
www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/article/pixar-
holdovers-payne-plagiarism-18885287.php 

Washington, Camryn, Joseph Myrick III, and Steven Engel. 

7

http://www.thecrimson.com/article/2023/12/25/harvard-threaten
http://www.thecrimson.com/article/2023/12/25/harvard-threaten


Engel, Steven and Staci Shultz | writingspaces.org/aaa   

 

 

“Plagiarism in the Age of Trump.” The 2016 CCCC 
Intellectual Property Annual: Top Intellectual Property 
Developments of 2016. June 2017. 
cdn.ncte.org/nctefiles/groups/cccc/committees/ip/2016/t
opip2016collection.pdf 

Yarborough, Richard, et al.  “Rethinking Pauline Hopkins: 
Plagiarism, Appropriation, and African American Cultural 
Production.” American Literary History, vol. 30, no. 4, 
2018 pp. 3-30. 

 
 
 
 

 

8


	Writing Spaces
	Fuzzy Logic: How the Fuzzy Definition of Plagiarism is Getting Even Fuzzier
	Fuzzy Logic: How the Fuzzy Definition of Plagiarism is Getting Even Fuzzier
	Steven Engel and Staci Shultz
	Overview
	Rachel Hall Buck and Silvia Vaccino-Salvadore’s Writing Spaces essay, “‘Doing Research Is Fun; Citing Sources Is Not’: Understanding the Fuzzy Definition of Plagiarism,” suggests ways to help students unpack the complexity of plagiarism. Our activity ...
	Using a jigsaw activity approach, students will examine three case studies, focusing on issues of “originality, structure, meaning, genre, and language” (Buck and Vaccino-Salvadore) as well as context, norms, identity, and technology (see Randall; Eat...
	Time Commitment
	2-3 class sessions
	Materials
	Materials include links to articles about the three cases (found in the “Works Cited” section) --either as QR codes or as printed copies; a space for collaborative writing (Google Docs, flip chart paper, etc.); and links or copies of the plagiarism po...
	Activity Process
	 First, students will read Buck and Vaccino-Salvadore’s “‘Doing Research Is Fun; Citing Sources Is Not’: Understanding the Fuzzy Definition of Plagiarism.”
	 Next, students (in groups, pairs, or individually) will consider standard definitions of plagiarism by examining a handful of policies from various universities and colleges, including their own institution’s statement. We recommend looking at schoo...
	o It may be interesting to note when the policies are both suspiciously similar, as well as when they are substantially different. Students can make a list of what they notice as they go along.
	 Once students are finished, the instructor can bring everyone together to share their findings.
	 Then, as a class, they will discuss how concepts such as context, norms, identity, and technology can influence how we think about plagiarism.
	o For instance, do we have different expectations for people in the political sphere and their speeches than students and their writing? (See the example of Melania Trump’s speech as discussed in Buck and Vaccino-Salvadore or in Washington, Myrick, an...
	o Does it matter if the text someone (mis)uses was created by artificial intelligence? (See Eaton.)
	o What expectations or norms do we have for speeches, legal rulings, business boilerplate documents, or artists?
	o What type of attribution or citation should a student give to class discussions or office hour meetings?
	o Are there different cultural or historical understandings of textual ownership, and is it shifting now? (See Yarborough.)
	By the end of the discussion, students will draft a list of possible “troubling” factors that might challenge a single definition of plagiarism.
	 Then, using a jigsaw activity approach, students will examine three case studies and then consider how they might disrupt or complicate those understandings. (We have provided several online articles. Some of them are behind paywalls; some may no lo...
	o Claudine Gay: The former Harvard President was accused of inadequate citations in her scholarship. This case invites students to consider the larger context, including the identity of the accused and the political climate from which such accusations...
	o The Holdovers: Simon Stephenson, who had circulated a script written on spec several years earlier, accused the filmmakers of plagiarism. This case invites students to explore generic elements and industry practices. (See Siegel, Hauser, or Vaziri.)
	o Peter LoDuca and Steven Schwartz: The attorneys’ ChatGPT-generated brief included non-existent legal cases. This example invites students to consider the use of generative AI and how it has deepened the complexity of plagiarism both within and beyon...
	 Students will discuss the ethical elements of plagiarism building on the three cases.
	 Finally, students will collaboratively draft a statement of academic integrity policy for the class that reflects their findings.  (This can be either assigned as a homework assignment or as a group activity.)
	Learning Outcomes
	Learning Accommodations
	 Material should be presented in multiple formats, including visual document design for the assignment description along with oral instruction in the face-to-face classroom or through video for synchronous or asynchronous online activities.
	 While we recommend taking two class periods, time to complete activity stages can be expanded or reduced as needed.
	 For example, the article can be read during class or outside of class.
	 Consider using audio apps like Kurzweil for readings.
	 Students may choose to work individually or with  classmates as they review the various academy integrity policies. Conversation and list-sharing is encouraged but not required during this step.
	 Material should be presented in multiple formats to include in-person instruction and asynchronous, digital delivery.
	Works Cited
	Armstrong, Kathryn. “ChatGPT: US lawyer admits using AI for case research.” BBC. 27 May 2023. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-65735769
	Buck, Rachel Hall and  Silvia Vaccino-Salvadore. “‘Doing Research Is Fun; Citing Sources Is Not’: Understanding the Fuzzy Definition of Plagiarism.” Writing Spaces: Readings on Writing, vol. 5, 2023, pp. 1-11.
	Eaton, Sarah Elaine. “Postplagiarism: Transdisciplinary Ethics and Integrity in the Age of Artificial Intelligence and Neurotechnology.”  International Journal of Educational Integrity, vol. 19, no. 23, 2023. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40979-023-00144-1...
	Hauser, Brooke. “Plagiarism Claims Surface Against Payne’s The Holdovers.” The Boston Globe, 13 March 2024. www.bostonglobe.com/2024/03/13/arts/alexander-payne-accused-of-plagiarism-for-the-holdovers-report-says/
	Hartocollis, Anemona. “Harvard Defends Its Plagiarism Investigation of Its Former President.” The New York Times, 20 Jan 2024. www.nytimes.com/2024/01/20/us/harvard-report-plagiarism-house-committee-claudine-gay.html
	Kettles, Cam E. and Tilly R. Robinson. “A Law Firm Said Plagiarism
	Allegations Against Harvard President Gay Were ‘Demonstrably False.’ Then She Submitted Corrections.” The Harvard Crimson. 25 December 2023. www.thecrimson.com/article/2023/12/25/harvard-threaten-sue-post/
	Mangan, Dan. “Judge Sanctions Lawyers for Brief Written by A.I. with Fake Citations.” 22 June 2023. www.cnbc.com/2023/06/22/judge-sanctions-lawyers-whose-ai-written-filing-contained-fake-citations.html
	Randall, Marilyn. Pragmatic Plagiarism: Authorship, Profit, and Power. University of Toronto Press, 2001
	Siegel, Tatiana. “Alexander Payne’s The Holdovers Accused of Plagiarism by ‘Luca’ Writer.” Variety, 9 March 2024. variety.com/2024/film/news/the-holdovers-accused-plagiarism-luca-writer-1235935605/
	Svrluga, Susan. “Harvard President Updates Dissertation After More Plagiarism Allegations.” Washington Post, 21 Dec. 2023. www.washingtonpost.com/education/2023/12/21/harvard-president-plagiarism-allegations/
	Vaziri, Aidin. “Pixar Screenwriter Claims The Holdovers is aLine-by Line’ Plagiarism of His Work.” San Francisco Chronicle, 11 March 2024. www.sfchronicle.com/entertainment/article/pixar-holdovers-payne-plagiarism-18885287.php
	Washington, Camryn, Joseph Myrick III, and Steven Engel. “Plagiarism in the Age of Trump.” The 2016 CCCC Intellectual Property Annual: Top Intellectual Property Developments of 2016. June 2017. cdn.ncte.org/nctefiles/groups/cccc/committees/ip/2016/top...
	Yarborough, Richard, et al.  “Rethinking Pauline Hopkins: Plagiarism, Appropriation, and African American Cultural Production.” American Literary History, vol. 30, no. 4, 2018 pp. 3-30.





