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Abstract 
Plagiarism has become a new challenge in higher learning in the information age. This study 
aimed to improve ethical use of information in academic writing among polytechnic students 
by implementing online plagiarism module in Ethics and Civilization Appreciation subject. The 
study employed an action research study and involved 30 Polytechnic students. Data was 
collected using previous students’ assignments, interview and document analysis. The study 
found that the online plagiarism module implemented using online workshop had helped 
students to ethically use information and prepare references using a proper style in academic 
writing. This study implicated that any plagiarism modules for academic writing should be 
implemented within specific subjects to fully engage students in using information ethically 
in academic writing. The study also suggested the module could be implemented using online 
workshop which seem to add appeal to Z generation of students. 
Keywords: Plagiarism, Academic Writing, Ethical Writing, Higher Learning, Module 
 
Introduction 

Information literacy is a talent that entails the ability to locate and get knowledge in 
any format, as well as the active use of that information.. According to UNESCO (2004), 
information literacy is a set of abilities to recognize what and when information is needed, 
locate and critically select the information, use ethically and communicate it effectively 
(perpustakaan negara malaysia, 2019). According to (Forster, 2018) information literacy is 
important for creating new knowledge in learning and innovation. This includes the ability to 
process information and use information ethically so that the writing results are of better 
quality. Any education system, particularly higher education, that aims to create quality 
graduates who can meet industry needs and compete on a global scale, must strike a balance 
between knowledge and morals.  
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 In the context of Malaysia, the vision of producing graduates who are balance in 
knowledge and morality would support the fourth shifts in the Malaysian Higher Education 
Development Plan 2015-2025 (Malaysian Higher Education, 2015). The leaps outlined in the 
development plan are aimed at sustaining the development of knowledgeable and highly 
skilled human capital as well as the practice of an excellent work culture. The development 
plan drives the establishment of Polytechnic institutions that provide access to quality and 
recognized TVET programs and aim to produce quality Technical and Vocational Education 
and Training (TVET) graduates such as from polytechnics who are able to fulfill the industry 
needs and at the global level (Nugraha et al., 2020) .  

In Malaysian polytechnics, The Appreciation of Ethics and Civilization subject was 
introduced in order to strengthen students’ critical and analytical thinking to deal with a more 
challenging life. The subject was compulsory for semester one students and required students 
to produce academic writing at the end of the semester. However, it was found that previous 
students copy and paste works from internet and submit the works as their own. They also 
did not provide any citation in text and reference in their academic writing. 

Therefore, this study aimed to improve ethical use of information and reference 
writing in academic writing among polytechnics students in Ethics and Civilization 
Appreciation subject by developing and implementing plagiarism online module. It is 
expected that the developed online plagiarism module would expose and train polytechnic 
students to use information in ethical way and write references using APA Style in academic 
writing.  

 
Literature Review 

Existing studies suggested that higher education students face the challenge of using 
information ethically when producing academic writing. Fatimah (2019) stated that students 
have problems in developing ideas, vocabulary, grammar and language expressions. A 
number of studies (Ali & Othman, 2018; Mahamod & Ismail, 2016) also found that the lack of 
vocabulary and being influenced by mother tongue makes it difficult for students to develop 
ideas in writing. Che Noh et al (2018) further found that students need to acquire skills to 
synthesize reading materials and require continuous assessment to ensure the academic 
writing produced by students are original and free from plagiarism elements. According to (Yu 
et al., 2018), academic misconduct activities such as cheating and plagiarism was performed 
by students who managed to obtain questions or answers from previous students. The 
students’ own lazy habits, poor time management and incorrect use of paraphrase also 
contribute toward students’ unethical use of information (Kaur et al., 2018). They also argued 
that the failure to detect and curb plagiarism activities among students would lead to students 
committing writing crime.  

Other study by Pascal Iloh et al (2018) indicated that students were still vulnerable to 
fraud in writing after they were exposed to plagiarism issue.  Pascal Iloh et al (2018) conducted 
a study among Postgraduate trainees and fellows from Medical Colleges in Tertiary Health 
Institutions in Southeast Nigeria and found that plagiarism activities are commonly took place 
when students conducting independent project writing. Studies on postgraduate students on 
plagiarism, the forms of plagiarism that students commit and the reasons why such activities 
are done have also been made by (Selemani et al., 2018). They argued that on global scientific 
misconduct such as plagiarism can threaten integrity, research and the professional field. It 
can challenge the credibility, usability and reliability of graduates in the job market and any 
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aspects of works performed by the graduates. This is also the case in Indonesia where 
students are only capable in knowledge, understanding and application but quite weak at a 
high-level thinking, and creative and critical thinking skills (Fitriyani & Anggraini, 2018). 
 
Methodology 

This study employed an action research design. Action research involves the collection 
and translation of data to facilitate one’s understanding of a phenomenon or problem in the 
workplace and is becoming an important tool for educators to improve their teaching and 
learning practice. This is possible because the main principle of action research is to improve 
one's practice or overcome the problems encountered by taking action on the findings found 
about a particular practice (Helfay, 2019).  

In particular, this study employed a model of action research by Lewin (1946; 1948). The 
model indicated that are four circular stages in action research known as plan, act, observed 
and reflect as illustrated in Figure 1. According to Lewin (1946), action research begins with 
the creation of a general idea and then data is collected to explain or unravel a situation. With 
this, an action plan can be produced to achieve the identified objectives along with a decision 
on the first steps that need to be taken. The next stage involves the collection of facts to 
monitor and evaluate the intervention, i.e. to act as a formative assessment. Lewin (1948) 
stated that all this can be created as a spiral process that contains planning, action, fact-
finding about the outcome of the action that has been taken.  
 

 
Figure 1: Action Research Model (Lewin, 1946) 

 
The study was conducted in a polytechnic in Sarawak and involved 30 polytechnic 

students from the Department of Commerce. These students were selected because they 
undertook scholarly writing and was recommended by the course leader. The Plagiarism 
module was conducted in Ethics and Civilization Appreciation course in June 2020 session 
which requires students to conduct independent study as part of their learning assessment. 

The Plagiarism module was conducted in an online workshop using Microsoft teams. 
The study  have prepared the plagiarism module in the form of PowerPoint slides in order to 
facilitate students’ understanding of plagiarism and to ease the implementation of the 
workshop. The plagiarism module also could be used as reference material for students after 
the workshop and help them to produce ethical academic writing. During the online 
workshop, students were exposed to format of academic writing, and ethical use of 
information and writing references using APA style in academic writing. students were 
exposed to paraphrasing, rearranging and how to write references at the end of writing using 
APA style. Exercises were also provided for students during the workshop on how to 
paraphrase and rearrange parts of original articles to prevent them from producing an exact 
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copy of the articles and submitting it as their academic writing assignment. After two weeks 
of the implementation of the module, students were required to produce and submit an 
academic writing assignment.  The assignment writing must fulfill the academic writing 
format, APA style reference writing and several techniques of paraphrasing as discussed in 
the online plagiarism workshop. To further facilitate students’ writing process, the study has 
provided the students with a YouTube link as reference material.  

The study used multiple data sources to collect data such as interview and document 
analysis before and after the online plagiarism module was implemented, observation during 
the module implementation, and students’ evaluation form after the module was 
implemented. Before the plagiarism module was conducted, the study had interviewed ten 
of semester one students about their experience of producing academic writing. The study 
also conducted the document analysis on a sample of academic writing produced by the 
students before the module was implemented. The purpose of the document analysis was to 
identify mistakes made and issues faced by the students with regard to the use of information 
and reference writing in their academic writing.  

The analysis provided input for the development of the plagiarism module as well 
provide a guidance for interviews with students after the module was implemented.  The 
study also employed observation during the plagiarism module implementation. Specifically, 
the observation focused on how students prophase sentences and prepare references using 
APA style.  The interviews were again conducted with 10 students after the plagiarism module 
was conducted. the purpose of this interviews were to examine students’ knowledge on 
ethical use of information and reference writing in academic writing. Lastly the study used 
students’ evaluation form to access student’s view on the module implementation process 
and outcomes. The evaluation form consisted of 10 Likert scale items that enabled students 
to evaluate the process and outcomes of the online workshop in which the module had been 
implemented.  The findings would help to undertake any necessary improvement measures 
for future workshop.  
 
Findings 

Data from interview and document analysis conducted before and after the 
implementation of the online plagiarism module showed that the online plagiarism module 
increase students’ knowledge on academic writing format, and ethical use of information and 
reference writing in academic writing.   

Interviews with students before the plagiarism module was implemented showed that 
although students have produced academic writing during their high school as well as in other 
courses at their polytechnic, they have insufficient knowledge on format of academic writing. 
The students also preferred to copy and paste works of others and submit the works as their 
own. For example, the students said that they had copied sentences from articles that they 
had obtained from google and used the sentences in their writing . Rather than not sending 
the work at all, they thought that it was better for them to submit the copied works to their 
lecturers. The interview also suggested that the lack of knowledge on plagiarism among 
students might be due to a lack of in -depth exposure from their subject teachers and 
lecturers. Accordingly, even though the students have continued their study as final year 
students at the polytechnic, they still do not understand the act and implication of plagiarism. 

On the contrary, data from interview conducted after the online plagiarism module 
was implemented showed that students were able to use the correct language style and 
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sentence instructions in their tasks. Besides that, to keep up with ethical writing behavior, the 
APA style was used for the citation and the appropriate reference style was also included. 

Similarly, document analysis conducted by the study on a sample of academic writing 
produces by the students before the plagiarism module was implemented also indicated that 
students had minimal knowledge of developing ideas. Hence, they found challenges in 
manipulating words into grammatical sentences. Moreover, some of them were poor in 
performing language styles and sentence structures. In some cases, students were unable to 
use the appropriate format of citations and references. For the citation and the appropriate 
reference style was also included. In addition, most of the students did not provide any 
citation and references in their academic writing. While a few students did provide a few 
references in their writing, the references fail to follow a proper style for reference writing.  

In contrast, after the module was implemented, the study found that the students 
have produced academic writing that follow an acceptable academic format. The students 
had also provided list of references at the end of their writing using correct APA style. 
Moreover, data from observation during the implementation of the module also suggested 
that students have acquire basic skills to paraphrase and rearrange parts of original articles in 
their academic writing that would prevent them from producing exact copies of the original 
articles. Finally, data from students’ evaluation form indicated that the students perceive the 
implementation of the plagiarism module was able to improve their skills in using information 
in ethical ways and writing references using APA style in academic writing.  

 
TABLE 1 : EXAMPLE OF STUDENT WRITING BEFORE USING THE ONLINE 

MODULE 

 

Types of 
weaknesses 
 
- No citation 
- No 

paraphrase, 
copy paste 
from internet 

- No 
References 

  
 

TABLE 2 : EXAMPLE OF STUDENT WRITING AFTER USING THE ONLINE 
MODULE 
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IMPROVEMENT 
 
- Include 

citation 
- Include 

paraphrase, 
customize 
text from 
articles 

- Include  
references 

 
 

  

 
 

 

 
TABLE 3: EFFECTIVENESS OF ONLINE WORKSHOPS USING ONLINE 

MODULE 

 
 
Discussion 

The study indicated that students are needed to be exposed to ethical aspects of 
academic writing at the same time they are exposed to format of academic writing. similar to 
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existing studies such as by  Alhadlaq et al. (2020), the study showed that students must be 
guided to produce academic writing with proper format as well to use information ethically 
and develop references using a proper style in the academic writing.  

This study showed that the development and implementation of plagiarism module 
for academic writing within specific subjects had helped students to engage in the process of 
developing academic writing, and ethical use of information and developing references using 
a proper style for academic writing. The developed module would have exposed students to 
various ways of paraphrasing sentences from various information sources and thus would 
prevented them from engaging in plagiarism activities.  

The study suggested that it is necessary for higher learning institutions to develop 
plagiarism module for academic writing for their students in order to prevent the students to 
engage in any forms of plagiarism activities. Moreover, the study implicated that the module 
must be implemented within specific subjects to ensure full students’ engagement and 
commitment in the process of ethical use of information in academic writing. The study also 
suggested that the module could be implemented using online workshop which would offer 
flexibility to students in term of time and location as well as add appeal to Z generation of 
students.   

 
Conclusion 

This study aimed to improve students’ ethical use of information and reference writing 
in academic writing by developing and implementing online plagiarism module. The study 
found that the module helps students to develop academic writing with an acceptable format, 
and use information ethically and develop references using a proper style in academic writing. 
This study implicated that any plagiarism modules for academic writing should be 
implemented within specific subjects to fully engage students in using information ethically 
in academic writing. The study also suggested the module could be implemented using online 
workshop which seems to add appeal to Z generation of students.  

The findings in this study can be an assessment guide for academic writing modules to 
benefit Malaysian Polytechnic students. Therefore, this study suggests that the construction 
of academic writing modules is adapted from this study. It can be used as a formative guide 
for students that can be used either for teacher or self-assessment. 
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