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How do I develop ‘academic integrity and authenticity’ and avoid 
‘plagiarism’? 

 

Introduction 
 
This guide intends to explore what it means to have academic ‘authenticity’ and 
‘integrity’. These terms are linked and often have similar results, as you will see in the 
following definitions. 
 
Academic authenticity tends to focus on the idea that part of being a student is 
learning to be open and honest about yourself, your capabilities and the learning 
process. Part of this means learning who you are as an ‘academic’ including what type 
of approaches, styles, ways of thinking and working you are developing. There is a 
sense of needing to be ‘true’ to oneself within this context. For example: developing 
an academic writing style that is a true representation of your academic ‘voice’. This 
might also have wider implications for the communities you are part of at university 
and beyond. Sometimes being authentic means speaking out about injustice or 
challenging a viewpoint you disagree with. To be truly authentic is to do this even 
when it has a personal cost (e.g. it makes you unpopular, takes up time, involves 
financial investment etc.).  
 
Academic integrity, like authenticity, means standing by your principles, whatever 
the cost. It means you are consistent, reliable and trustworthy. In addition to what 
has already been outlined, it is predominantly about honesty and transparency in 
terms of following the expected steps and ensuring that you are not being deceitful in 
any way (academic misconduct). An example of this is learning how to effectively 
credit the work of others in your own assignments through referencing.  
 
There will be three key areas covered in this guide that are affected by these terms:  
 

1. Authentic academic relationships – being honest and open with staff and peers. 
2. Authenticity in writing – developing your own ‘voice’.  
3. Academic integrity vs. academic misconduct - being transparent and honest in 

your assignments. 
 
How do I develop authentic academic relationships? 

Principally, this revolves around honesty with both staff and peers you come into 
contact with. This is sometimes difficult because you want to present yourself in the 
best possible light and don’t want to show up any weakness. However, to truly get the 
most out of your learning experience it is necessary to: 
● engage and communicate with your tutors 
● seek help when you need it from a range of sources 
● be truthful about what you have and haven’t done 
● be truthful about what you feel capable and incapable of 
● demonstrate preparedness to work hard 
● be committed and reliable  
● be open in discussions 
● listen carefully and empathetically to others 
● speak up for what you believe in 
● be mindful of others’ needs 
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By practising these attributes you will find that this develops a relationship with your 
tutors, PAT and peers where they are prepared to be open and honest with you. The 
more you give the more this is likely to be reciprocated. This results in deeper and 
more genuine relationships.  

How do I develop an authentic ‘voice’ in my work?  

One of the hardest things for students on arrival at University tends to be the 
expectations around ‘academic style’ (see ‘How do I make my writing more 
academic?’ for a guide to this style). This style can feel alien and inauthentic to your 
normal way of writing and expressing yourself. Writing in a way that can be evidenced 
with a strong emphasis on objectivity and neutrality may mean your own views feel 
unheard or unimportant. This is a tricky situation because it is vital that research and 
evidence enriches our thinking but it is also important to have a ‘voice’ within this 
landscape in order to articulate yourself effectively and with integrity.  

The development of your own unique ‘academic voice’ tends to come as you develop 
your specific interests within your field and are able to ‘position’ yourself in relation to 
the research that is available. For example in educational theory one might position 
oneself as a ‘constructivist’, or a ‘gestalt’ practitioner.  

Making these kinds of decisions depends upon you:  
● reading around your subject and finding the areas of practice and theory that 

resonate with you.  
● mapping out the ‘territory’ of your field of study - what are the possible 

standpoints? Evaluate them in terms of strengths and weaknesses, consider 
context - is one approach better than another at a particular time or place? You 
can then align yourself with the positions you believe to be best.  

● taking notice of the language that is used by these groups or writers: try 
creating your own personal dictionaries of specialist terms and practice using it.   

 
 
What is academic misconduct? 
 
This is the opposite of having academic integrity. Academic misconduct is anything 
whereby a student intentionally, or unintentionally, misrepresents themselves. The 
following examples are all considered to be forms of academic misconduct:  

● submitting work written by others (regardless of whether you paid for it or not) 
● submitting work that has (in whole or in part) been submitted for assessment 

previously by the same student (‘self-plagiarism’) 
● collusion  
● copying  
● taking unauthorised material into an exam 
● plagiarism 
● fabricating or falsifying evidence (making up or altering data or results from 

primary research; providing false references) 
 
Two of the most common examples are collusion and plagiarism, and these are 
discussed below. 
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What is collusion? 
 
Collusion is when you work very closely with someone else on a piece of work that is 
supposed to be completed individually, to the point that the authorship of the work 
can be called into question. Look at the example below and see if you can figure out 
when Peter Parker could be accused of collusion:  

 
 

Peter Parker is searching the internet for ideas and texts to 
support his essay following the receipt of his first 
assignment brief. He is so concerned that he will get his 
assignment wrong that he joins a student internet chat-
room to ask for advice. He chats with two other students 
who have done a similar essay before.  
 
At this stage Peter has not done anything wrong. He has 

started thinking about his assignment and is looking for ways forward. Technically he 
is allowed to ask peers for advice. However, as an approach to the research process 
this is not ideal. He is undertaking generic internet searching which is unlikely to 
provide him with suitably academic sources. In addition, he has sought out advice 
very quickly without really trying for himself. He also has no way of telling whether 
these internet users really are who they say they are, or whether their advice will be 
any good. He would have been much better advised to approach his PAT (Personal 

Academic Tutor) and/or a Learning Development tutor.   
 
 
The students give Peter copies of their planning and old 
essays for him to keep and refer to if he gets worried 
again. 
 
 
 

 
Seeing examples of writing is sometimes a good way to understand expectations. 
However, he would have been better to get these from his module leader not from 
these students; especially, as he still doesn’t know if these essays are any good. In 

addition, Peter is likely to base what he does closely on 
these examples which could leave him open to accusations 
of collusion.  
 
Peter settles down to write his essay and he notices one of 
the student essays has a fantastic paragraph that excellently 
sums up one of the key points. He changes it largely into his 
own words and backs it up with alternative sources.  
 

This is now plagiarism and Peter is committing academic misconduct as he is passing 
someone else’s work off as his own.   
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Peter works with some friends to help each other to redraft 
and edit their work. One of Peter’s friends rewrites the 
introduction and conclusion to make them clearer. In 
addition, Peter notices his friend’s reference list is more 
extensive than his own, so he copies a few across to bulk 
out his own list.   
 

This is now collusion, as well as plagiarism. The authorship of the work is muddled as 
two people have written different elements of the text. Peter should fully expect to be 
penalised under the academic misconduct regulations of the University.   

What is plagiarism?  
 
Definitions of plagiarism vary. In essence, the University of Northampton defines 
plagiarism as presenting the work of others as if it were your own, either intentionally 
or unintentionally. Work that is referenced incorrectly (or unreferenced!) is regarded 
as plagiarised. 

How do I avoid it? 
 
You avoid this by being honest and transparent in indicating all the underpinning 
evidence that has supported your writing through: 

● learning to paraphrase (summarise) effectively. 
● ensuring you have accurate referencing. 

 
All the systems of referencing used at the University of Northampton are available on 
the Skills Hub under Referencing.  
 
Make sure you know which system you are supposed to be using for your assignment 
and that you follow the examples provided accurately and consistently. If you are a 
joint honours student you may be required to use different systems for different 
courses. 
 

Why is everyone so worried about academic misconduct and plagiarism 
anyway? What’s the big deal? 
 
There are two principle reasons why this is such a concern for universities.  
 
Firstly, for academic reasons; the university effectively puts their name against you 
when you graduate, verifying that you have a particular set of skills and knowledge. If 
you have obtained the appearance of these skills through academic misconduct 
(cheating) then this: 
 

● puts the university into disrepute 
● means you are not ready for the role you may have following your degree 

 
This could have an enormous negative impact not only on you and your ability to do 
well in the future, but also on your employers and co-workers. This is not a risk the 
university is prepared to take as the health and safety, ethical and moral implications 
are major and real. Your conduct even has an impact on students that the university 

https://skillshub.northampton.ac.uk/referencing/
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teaches later on. Changes to modules might be based on approaches current students 
have demonstrated. If you are providing a false representation of yourself this could 
skew university data, research and ultimately change the trajectory of teaching.  
 
Secondly, in terms of plagiarism in particular, the university has a duty of care to 
ensure that copyright law is being upheld on campus. Therefore, if a student is not: 

● referencing accurately ,  
● being transparent as to the evidence included in their research 
● complying with photocopying rules  

 
…then they are in breach of Copyright Law.  
 
For these reasons universities are always looking for possible non-compliance with the 
regulations. Causes for concern are generally:  

• Changes in writing style,  
• Changes in use of grammar and language,  
• Significant changes from past performance,  

 
Universities now often use digital technology, such as Turnitin, to assist with 
identifying academic misconduct. (See separate guide for more help with 
understanding Turnitin). 
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