MERLOT Journal of Online Learning and Teaching

Vol. 5, No. 2, June 2009

Seven Strategies for Plagiarism-proofing Discussion Threads in Online Courses
Melissa R. Olt
Strayer University Online
Frederick, MD 21702 USA
Melissa.olt@strayer.edu

Abstract
Online discussions are an integral part of distance education courses. They provide a
means for interaction among students and the instructor about course content as well as
an opportunity for students to develop critical thinking skills. A growing number of faculty,
however, have expressed concern about plagiarism occurring in online discussions.
Rather than instructors policing discussion threads and then engaging in the timeconsuming process of documenting occurrences of plagiarism, this paper considers
whether it is possible to deter plagiarism of discussion threads through design and
facilitation. Seven strategies for plagiarism-proofing online discussion threads are
presented.
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According to Wu and Hiltz (2003), online discussions have an important function in distance learning
courses. They provide an “avenue through which the learner[s] can take an active role in the learning
process” (Larkin-Hein, 2001, p. F2G-6) through peer-peer and learner-instructor interaction about course
content. Online discussions usually require that students write their initial responses to a given prompt or
discussion question and then engage in a written conversation by responding to each other’s postings.
This written dialogue that occurs within an online discussion, “in theory, helps more students learn better
by placing them in an intellectual environment that encourages active, thoughtful, and equal participation
from all comers” (Althaus, 1997, p. 158). Based on the results of various studies concerning the role of
online discussions in student learning (Althaus, 1997; Hein & Irvine, 1998; Larkin-Hein, 2001; Swan et
al., 2000; Thomas, 2002), the hypothesis appears to be valid.
Online discussions have many advantages over face-to-face discussions. Bradley, Thom, Hayes, and
Hay (2008) catalogued many of them from various sources, including “convenience and flexibility of
access, increased reflection time for posts, less intimidating context for introverted students and
increased number of discussion comments” (p. 889). Logically, it would seem that the increased
reflection time for posts would lead to a higher quality discussion. Furthermore, since all students are
required to participate in online discussions, one might conclude that the conversation would be richer.
Unfortunately, that may not always be the case. Since online discussions are a form of writing, there is
always the possibility of plagiarism. The focus of this paper is to explore design and facilitation strategies
that will help to deter plagiarism in online discussion threads.
Plagiarism in Online Discussion Threads
One kind of plagiarism that Olt (2007) first documented and described as “unique to the online mode of
course delivery” (p. 127) is plagiarism in asynchronous discussion threads. Although there are no known
studies documenting the prevalence of such plagiarism, informal queries of online faculty from various
institutions as well as this author’s personal experience facilitating online courses confirm that it is a
concern. One instructor commented: “I am finding [plagiarism in online discussions] with an alarmingly
increasing frequency” (Personal communication, March 6, 2009). Not only did faculty report plagiarism in
student initial postings to the discussion questions but also in student response postings to each other.
One faculty discovered that a 639-word discussion posting had been plagiarized from four different
Internet Websites. Another found that a student had “[copied] another student's DQ response word for
word. The student even threaded her response directly under the original author, twice . . .” (Personal
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communication, March 22, 2009). Such plagiarism renders it impossible to determine how much
learning, if any, has taken place for that student.
Moreover, a cursory Internet search offers further proof that plagiarism in asynchronous discussion
threads
is
an
issue
worth
addressing.
Websites
such
as
StudentofFortune.com
(www.studentoffortune.com) provide students with a venue to purchase answers (the website
euphemistically refers to them as tutorials) to discussion questions for specific courses. One such tutorial
for two discussion questions for a course offered by a well-known online institution has been purchased
seven times and is on sale again for $10.00. With such a clear-cut example of intentional plagiarism,
faculty and administration are left wondering what can be done. Rather than investing energy into the
time-consuming and tedious process of policing online discussion postings, however, it might be a more
productive and less frustrating use of time to consider how online discussion questions might be written
and facilitated to deter plagiarism.
Strategies for Plagiarism-Proofing Discussion Questions
In 2007, Olt published her doctoral research, which presented an instructional design model to deter
plagiarism in online courses. The model was developed based on the findings of “a narrowly focused
literature review to identify any factors mediating plagiarism as well as any purported remedies” (p. 61).
The final version of the model outlined its goals, preconditions, and values. The model’s key elements
were eight methods, with corresponding strategies, to deter plagiarism in online courses. According to
Olt, the model should function as an intact model, meaning that course designers “should select as many
strategies as practicable under each method given. . .” (p. 109). The model, however, did not address
specifically how to design asynchronous discussions to deter plagiarism. In considering the matter,
several questions come to mind:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Which kinds of discussion questions are most effective at deterring plagiarism?
How many discussion questions should a course have?
How frequently should students be required to participate in online discussions?
How frequently should instructors be required to participate in online discussions?
How should student online discussion posts be assessed?

These are important questions and will be addressed in presenting strategies for plagiarism-proofing
discussion threads in online courses.
Strategy 1: Ensure that discussion questions encourage higher-order thinking skills.
One of the proposed strategies in the Olt (2007) model was to “create assignments that require students
to utilize critical analysis and higher-order thinking skills” (p. 172). Other scholars (Hamalainen, 2007;
Johnson, 2004; Scribner, 2003) agree that this is an effective means to reduce plagiarism. When written
assignments require that students think critically, utilize higher-order thinking skills, or “present an
argument or persuade the reader, they simply cannot cut and paste their way to a final project”
(Hamalainen, 2007, p. 41). As an example, Hamalainen described an assignment in which “students
were asked to choose three poems from three different anthologies to create their own minianthology.
They were then asked to write about why and how these poems were chosen” (p. 41). Such an
assignment is so creative, unique, and focused on higher-order thinking skills that, as Hamalainen
concludes, plagiarism is nearly impossible.
While critical and higher-order thinking is certainly an achievable goal for online discussions (Bradley et
al., 2008; MacKnight, 2000; Thomas, 2002), the findings from recent research studies suggested that the
opposite is occurring. As a case in point, a research study conducted by Garrison, Anderson, and Archer
(2001) found that only 17% of the student discussion responses posted reflected higher-level thinking
skills. In another study, Gilbert and Dabbagh (2005) found that “16-26% of online student postings were
higher-order thinking, as defined by levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy” (as cited in Bradley et al., 2008, p.
889). Although there seems to be an upward shift in percentages from 2001 to 2005, the results are still
somewhat discouraging. They do, however, indicate which area designers and instructors need to focus
on.
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If discussion questions that encourage higher-order thinking skills deter plagiarism, then which kinds of
discussion questions would be most effective? In 2008, Bradley et al. conducted a study that “examined
whether different question types influenced the quantity and quality of students’ online submissions in an
undergraduate Child Development course” (p. 890). In particular, one of the three research questions
focused on which question types would be more likely to generate higher-order thinking skills in student
online discussion responses. The study concluded that “If the learning goal is to facilitate students’ level
of higher-order thinking, then the course link, brainstorm and direct link questions would work best”
(Bradley et al., 2008, p. 899).
Course link questions require that students link a specific course concept with another source. The
following is an example of a course link question:
Please read the following excerpt taken from Chapter 12 of Alice in Wonderland. What kind of
logical fallacy does the King make? Explain your answer.
In the example above, the course concept of logical fallacies is linked with an excerpt from a chapter of
Alice in Wonderland. Such a question requires that students 1) know what a logical fallacy is, 2) analyze
the excerpt to identify an example of a specific logical fallacy, and 3) explain how their selected text is an
example of that fallacy.
Brainstorming discussion questions are “structured to generate any and all ideas or solutions to an
issue” (Bradley et al., 2008, p. 890). This technique is also useful in response postings when trying to
elicit more information from students. The following is an example posting of an instructor to a student
response:
In your response to X, you noted that he made a good topic choice. Why do you think that is so?
What makes an excellent topic choice? If we were to create a list of necessary qualities, what
would they be? Class: I'll begin, but anyone may add to our list. Be sure to give a reason for the
quality that you list. Here we go . . . 1. Interest or relevance to the author - If the topic is of
interest or relevance to the author, it will be easier to write about. 2. ?
The above example pushes students to think more deeply about what makes a good topic.
Finally, direct link questions “referred to a specific aspect of [an] article, and asked students for their
interpretation or analysis” (Bradley et al., 2008, p. 890). The following is an example of a direct link
question, also taken from Chapter 12 of Alice in Wonderland:
“If you didn't sign it,' said the King, `that only makes the matter worse. You must have meant
some mischief, or else you'd have signed your name like an honest man.” Explain how this
quotation from Chapter 12 of Alice in Wonderland is an example of a Catch 22. What would
have happened had the knave signed the letter?
Direct link questions have the virtue of directing students toward the correct answer while still pushing
them to work out the details on their own.
Strategy 2: Relate discussion questions to the course as a whole.
The learning gleaned from an online discussion should contribute in some way to the successful
completion of a future course assignment. Benfield (2002) stressed the importance of ensuring that
student discussion submissions have some “useful advantage” (p. 3). Assignments that are unique,
meaningful, and have value beyond its mere completion are effective deterrents of plagiarism
(McLafferty & Foust, 2004; Willen, 2004).If students see their work on discussions as an investment in a
future assignment, it stands to reason that they will be more likely to put forth more effort in completing
them. According to Malouff and Sims (1996), students are less likely to plagiarize if they “expect ethical
writing to lead to personally important benefits” (Abstract section, ¶ 1).To illustrate, the knowledge
gleaned from the course link and direct link discussion question examples provided in Strategy 1 could
possibly contribute to a persuasive paper assignment in which students would be required to develop a
logical argument and avoid logical fallacies.
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Strategy 3: Rotate the curriculum.
In order to prevent students from recycling and/or selling answers to discussion questions, as in the case
of StudentofFortune.com, it is important to rotate the discussion prompts each term (Born, 2003; Olt,
2007; VanBelle, n.d.). Not only does rotating the curriculum help to prevent plagiarism, but it also helps
instructors to detect it more easily. As a case in point, one faculty recounted that a student had submitted
discussion question responses that answered questions from the previous iteration of the course.
Apparently the student had not even noticed that the questions had changed.
Strategy 4: Encourage interactivity.
According to Wu & Hiltz (2003), interactivity is a key component in the online mode of course delivery
and is accomplished through online discussion threads. For successful learning to take place, students
need to interact with their instructor, with each other, and with course content (Barbour & Collins, 2004;
Moore & Kearsley, 1996). When designed and facilitated properly, asynchronous discussions provide the
opportunity for all three kinds of interaction to occur together. Research conducted by Swan et al (2000)
found that this threefold interaction positively influences student perception of learning. Furthermore,
interaction in online courses is an effective strategy for overcoming the isolation or alienation that some
students may otherwise feel (Belanger & Jordan, 2000). Positive student-student and student-instructor
interaction helps to build rapport and trust among course participants. In the findings of a study
conducted by Vonderwell, Liang, & Alderman (2007), one participant wrote:
Asynchronous discussions play a vital role in the learning that takes place in an online course. In
order for a discussion to be effective and for learners to feel comfortable sharing their opinions
with a group they may not know, it is necessary for a sense of community to be built first.
Participants should be allowed to get to know one another (through icebreakers, etc.) (p. 317).
Creating a “sense of community” and building a positive rapport as well as mutual trust among
participants are effective deterrents of plagiarism (Ashworth & Bannister 1997; Ashworth, Freewood, &
MacDonald, 2003; Born, 2003; Carroll & Appleton, 2001; McLafferty & Foust, 2004). In a recent study,
Mandernach, Forrest, Babutzke, and Manker (2009) concluded that “the key to promoting students’
critical thinking seems to lie with instructor interactivity” (p. 54), and critical thinking skills have already
been identified as a remedy to plagiarism.
Strategy 5: Ensure that instructors take an active role in online discussions.
Undoubtedly, instructors play an important role in the success of online discussions (Olt, 2007; Wu &
Hiltz, 2003). While according to Thomas (2002), online discussions have the potential to encourage
student critical thinking, it is the instructor that must be “powerful in triggering discussion and facilitating
high levels of thinking and knowledge construction” (Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2005, p. 137). To
accomplish this, MacKinght (2000) suggested that instructors engage students through a Socratic line of
questioning. A further consideration is student perception of the instructor. Negative impressions are a
mediator of plagiarism (Kerkvliet & Sigmund, 1999; McCabe & Trevino, 1997; Underwood & Szabo,n.d.).
With this in mind, how frequently should instructors participate in online discussions? Unfortunately,
there is not a way provide a quantified answer. It is possible, however, to detail the minimum facilitation
requirements:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Answer any direct question posed by a student.
Intervene to clarify an issue.
Redirect when discussions go astray.
Ask probing questions to encourage students to think more deeply about course concepts.
Introduce new ideas, insights, or resources when discussions are stifled to encourage further
discussion.

Such facilitation requirements are based on well-known best practices for online facilitation and are
necessary here because they build a sense of community and trust, encourage interactivity, and promote
higher-order thinking skills, all of which deter plagiarism.

225

MERLOT Journal of Online Learning and Teaching

Vol. 5, No. 2, June 2009

Strategy 6: Ensure that the workload is manageable.
One consideration in online discussions is workload manageability. Depending on the number of
students and the number of required response postings, one active discussion has the potential to
generate more than a hundred messages. This can make students feel overwhelmed and less likely to
read through them. In the Vonderwell, Liang, & Alderman (2007) study, one participant commented:
If the discussions aren’t repetitive or there aren’t too many, then most students can and are
willing to keep up [with the postings]. When the discussion becomes too large or takes place too
frequently, I get bored, and I’ve seen others step back and do the minimum amount of work (p.
315).
Furthermore, the more messages generated, the more likely it is that some students will not receive a
response to their posting. This can make students feel alienated. Perceived alienation, disinterest, and
an unmanageable workload mediate plagiarism (Carroll, 2000; McMurtry, 2001: Olt, 2007). While it is not
possible to quantify the ideal number of discussion questions for an online course, it is important to keep
in mind workload manageability. Ideally, students should be required to post an initial response to a
given discussion question and then respond substantively to other student postings.
Strategy 7: Assess discussions and provide feedback.
According to Russell et al., the online learning environment “enables assessment to contribute to
learning – through its potential to support collaborative learning, and through facilitating high quality
feedback between teachers and students” (p. 495). There are essentially two kinds of feedback:
formative and summative. The purpose of formative feedback is to modify instruction as it is occurring to
improve student learning (Black & William, 1998). Formative feedback provided by the instructor within
the discussion forum itself serves to guide students to a deeper understanding of course content and
higher-order thinking, which has already been identified as a deterrent to plagiarism, as well as provide a
means for instructors to address any student misconceptions. Another advantage of such feedback is
that it focuses on the learner and, therefore, “can encourage meaningful dialogue, increase
collaboration, peer and self-evaluation, and a sense of community for a shared purpose” (Vonderwell,
Liang, & Alderman, 2007, p. 310). Such outcomes have already been identified as deterrents to
plagiarism (Born, 2003; James, McInnes, & Devlin, 2002; Hutton, 2006; Olt, 2007).
Conclusion
Plagiarism is undoubtedly a serious concern in higher education, but when it infiltrates a major
component of distance education, online discussions, it becomes even more pressing. Although the
need for policing for plagiarism will never completely go away, there is much that can be done in the
design and facilitation of online discussions to minimize occurrences of plagiarism. This paper has
presented seven such strategies. While many of the strategies discussed in this paper may perhaps be
considered common knowledge, the paper did link current research on asynchronous online discussions
has been linked to current research on plagiarism. That juncture increases the probability that the
proposed strategies will result in the desired effect. Furthermore, the strategies discussed in this paper
are put forth as an intact model specifically for online discussions. In other words, it is recommended that
all seven strategies be implemented simultaneously to have the most impact. Finally, specific guidance
has been offered on the structure and facilitation of online discussions such as which kinds of discussion
questions would be most effective a deterring plagiarism.
Clearly, there is much need for further research on plagiarism in online courses. First, quantitative
studies should be conducted to determine the overall prevalence of cheating in the online mode of
course delivery. Then more specific studies such as occurrence of plagiarism within online discussion
threads should be conducted. Finally, it is recommended that the strategies presented in this paper be
tested to evaluate their overall effectiveness. Plagiarism is a big problem, but instructors do have
recourse – seven strategies for plagiarism-proofing their online discussion threads.
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