
Information literate people do not copy: 
information landscape knowledge is the key for fair use of 
sources  

Laura Ballestra 

Italian Library Association - Lombardy Section Italy 

Cattaneo University Italy,  

lballestra@gmail.com 
 
The aim of this paper is to highlight that information literate people will consciously reject 
plagiarism, not only on the base of an ethical or legal choice, but also on the base of convenience.  
We’ll present information literacy as a natural barrier to plagiarism, analysing the variety of reasons 
that may affect students in their decision to plagiarise and how information literacy instruction can 
generate positive returns. 
 
From an individual and utilitarian point of view, plagiarism could be considered a very effective 
way of performing a task. In the absence of good rules, sanctions and positive actions (such as 
information literacy initiatives), people do plagiarise.  
From a general overview, the problem of plagiarising is a social problem, as it leads to 
underdevelopment, due to lack of quality and productivity. In this vision, plagiarism is similar to 
other “free riding” behaviours (corruption, crimes…).  
Many studies demonstrate that countries with high human capital perform better than those with 
poor skilled labour forces [Psacaropoulos, Patrinos, 2004]. Oecd recently underlined the social 
outcomes of education [Oecd, 2009] 
In order to achieve a similar level of human capital, is necessary that education systems and 
corporate cultures reward original works, personal commitment and deep individual knowledge. 
Thus, it is true that there is a gap between the interest of society as a whole and the egoistical 
attitude of individuals.  
Providing rules is necessary in order to avoid social impoverishment, but it is non sufficient. 
People need to be able to achieve their goals by respecting these rules in an economic and 
convenient way. If it is too difficult for them to do this, due to lack of means or knowledge, 
violations become socially accepted. 
It is evident that if young people are unable to perform their assignments within a reasonable time, 
for example because they feel that the subject assignment is completely beyond their abilities, they 
will copy without any sense of responsibility. They know that it is a wrong action, but they justify it 
by saying they have no alternatives1. 
Information literacy instruction can avoid this happening, as it is focalised on a methodology to 
teach students to approach research process in a convenient manner. This manner includes skills 
development in time management and sources evaluation, not in general, but from a disciplinary 
point of view, what we call “information landscape knowledge”.  

                                                 
1  As Ofcom Communication Market repor, 2008 suggests referring to Great Britain, there is a good comprehension of 
the principles of copyr, but especially joung people simply not respect it:” […] both adults and  children (aged 12-15) 
have very high  levels of awareness and understanding of the basic principles of intellectual property. However, young 
people feel that copyright regimes are unfair and unjust” in Information behaviour of the researcher of the future, 11 
January 2008, a CIBER briefing Paper, UCL, 2008, p. 20  



Sometimes it happens that students are surprised to discover that choosing the proper source from 
the beginning lets them solve very quickly the research problem and cheating becomes simply 
unnecessary.  
Suprisingly, when this happens, very often the source is a well written book. 

Information literacy as a barrier to plagiarism 
As we stated, rules and sanctions are necessary against plagiarism, but information literacy 
instruction represents the positive action in avoiding it, so these two approaches have to be followed 
together. 
There are some specific reasons why students report having cheated (Chester, 2001) 
To design a good strategy in “information literacy instruction” programmes, it can be useful 
analysing these reasons. 
One of the most frequent motivations for cheating is Bad management skills 
Anxiety requires students to find a rapid solution: plagiarising.  
Very often the problem for students is lack of comprehension of the complexity of the research 
process. They undervalue the fact that the final step, that of writing the paper, has to be anticipated 
from other steps that are determinant (definition of the research problem, definition of specific 
terminology in natural language, definition of controlled terminology to use in databases and 
OPAC, document retrieval, document analysis, document evalutation…). 
Information literacy courses consider time management as one of the most important principles. 
In our experience (Ballestra Cavaleri, 2006)2, the first thing we always explain to students is that 
they do not have infinite time to write an assignment. With infinite time, everybody is able to find 
everything. 
This means that they have to manage time properly and do not waste it using bad quality documents 
etc. As the research process is complex, if they do not spend time in defining a strategy and clear 
priorities, they could miss very important documents. 
One of the typical behaviour users show nowadays is lot of time spent in surfing the web, many 
articles downloaded, few articles read, poor content in assignment. 
It has been called “flicking behaviour”(UCL, 2008). It seems that not only students but even 
professors are searching horizontally rather than vertically, and it takes lot of time. 
Information literacy instruction is centered on documents, non only on the Web, one of the medium 
to get them. So we don’t forget reference books and authoritative citations in reference book. There 
instruments are still vital and useful: just when I’ve got a precise idea of what I’m looking for and 
who are the most important authors writing about it, I can evaluate and go on. 
In Italy, one of the biggest problems we face is that we do not have reference books in each of  
disciplines3.  
Another problem due to bad management organization is that having left it to the last minute to 
complete a paper means that there is no way of retrieving the best documents, but just the ones 
present in your library collections. 
When a student attends IL courses in our University, one of the results we observe is that they stop 
underestimating the process of information searching  and scholarly communication production. An 
“old”, famous tutorial, TILT, from University of Texas, said “you won’t become information 
literate overnight”. If students understand that a certain amount of time has to be spent in a field that 
is called “information”, to understand who produces it, what type of information is produced, the 
economic reason for the information availability, different levels of information, scope of 
information, this would be useful to elevate their comprehension of how complex information 
landscape is.  This process can not be done in general because it is different in every discipline. 
                                                 
2 LIUC Information literacy courses: http://www.biblio.liuc.it/pagineita.asp?codice=118 
3 We can use Palgrave Dictionary of Economics, both in paper and electronic version, but the publishing sector no 
longer produces disciplinary encyclopedias, due to high costs and the small dimension of the Italian language market.  
 



Information literacy instruction has to be discipline oriented. Of course, information literacy 
instruction must be defined differently according to the students’ age. 
Another reason reported for plagiarism is The tutor doesn’t care, why should I 
Apathy by the lecturer is not acceptable. Information literacy courses are structured in training both 
teachers and librarians (Training the trainers) and students (training the trainees). The teacher’s role 
is very important. Very often search problems result from a teacher’s theme assignments: if 
research assignment subjects are dated, do not show a real research problem, but just a generic field, 
or they are too big to be managed by a student and do not include a personal evaluation, students are 
simply encouraged to copy. That is the reason why plagiarism is not an Internet phenomenon, but 
has just changed in form, “copy and past”, rather than copying using a pen. 
The paradox is that copying is not a guarantee of quality.  
In an ideal system, students should learn by experience that profound knowledge of the information 
landscape pays, as using relevant information is the only way to save time and obtain good grades.  
The same applies to any adult writing a report, who should understand that, with a long period 
perspective, they will be rewarded for using the most accurate sources and delivering good quality 
work.  
Success, both in school and in the workplace, should be measured by a system that does not reward 
copying. External pressure to succeed seems to be a very common reason to plagiarism.  
If students have parental or cultural pressure for getting a good grade average, it is preferable they 
do the job by themselves, otherwise they could obtain very bad marks. 
How much are they aware of the risk of lack of quality in what they copy? Just a little. 
Minor plagiarism is attributed to lack of understanding in how to cite. 
Information literacy instruction is devoted to explain bibliographical citations and scholarly 
communication process. Information literacy instruction come from bibliographical instruction, in 
IL exercises you always find questions regarding how to cite and how to read citations. 
Formal citations are nowadays possible to be done by software (id est. Refworks, Connotea…), but 
students must be able to read them, so it is better that they learn to do this by themselves.  
I can’t do this. Sometimes it happens that students do not feel themselves capable of doing research. 
This lack of belief in their skills could be due to a subject they feel completely beyond their 
abilities. 
As we have already told, subject of research assignment should be designed according to 
competences. 
I do not need to learn this I only need to pass 
The main significance of information literacy courses is “learn to learn”. 
This sentence is the opposite of every information literacy statement. 
In our experience, students understand that after school and especially in workplace context they 
will use the IL skills they are learning during IL courses.   
If they don’t, due to a profound lack of commitment or to a failure in the information literacy 
programme, they will understand the fact that they do not pass if they copy. Copying has to be 
seriously persecuted, so that the risk of being discovered will be higher than the advantage. 
It is very important, to avoid opportunistic behaviours, that students have precise deadlines and that 
these dates are strictly respected. 
If the penalty for plagiarism is simply to resubmit the work, they could be in a win-win situation. If 
they are not caught they will be given an extension.  
 

Information literacy awareness 
Information literacy awareness, in an educational and working context, is necessary for delivering 
good quality work and therefore should be  pursued and rewarded.  
Digital awareness is recognised as a reality in most countries. Information literay awareness is not 
so frequent in the political action of governments. As the SCONUL information skills model 



defines (SCONUL, 2007), technological ability plus basic library skills are the base on which IL 
pillars can grow.  
The higher educational system should provide a complexive curriculum in information literacy, as 
starting at University is too late. 
Information literacy students/adults are able to learn how to learn, evaluate sources, decide what to 
look for in a free Internet source, in a bibliographical database, in a book, they do not use just one 
source for all. 
They simply use their time better, starting from the right source and avoiding unuseful ones. 
Through information literacy instruction is possible to guide students to consider plagirizing not 
only a negative value but an unconventient choice. 
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